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Katharine Charlotte Kresek 
 
This study explores the complexities of professional performing freelance 
musicians who teach part-time through arts organizations in multiple educative settings, a 
condition I refer to as nomadic. Nomadicism is characterized by an inherent sense of 
itinerancy. Through semi-structured interviews and observations with three participants, I 
constructed narratives of individual experience through a method of narrative inquiry, 
which enabled much-needed nuance and complexity, as prior research in the field of 
teaching artistry has focused mainly on surveys of working conditions with mostly 
informal anecdotes from the field. The music teaching artists in this study negotiated 
highly complex careers to extraordinary degrees in which they experienced conflicts 
between their preparation as highly accomplished performers and their preparation for 
their work as teachers. While each participant expressed their motivations for pursuing 
careers as teaching artists in radically different ways, they shared similar patterns of 





communicated unique, varied, and idiosyncratic narratives of perceived successes and 
challenges in preparing, adapting, and negotiating their multiple roles across multiple 
spaces. While their work had them interacting with students, teachers, administration, 
family, and musical colleagues, the teaching artists still experienced significant feelings 
of isolation. Ultimately, each participant articulated the need for openings of dialogical 
spaces for teaching artists to commune and grow with one another. This study brings a 
critical perspective to the conditions of music teaching artists and how they and those that 
prepare and work with them might bring criticality and responsiveness to their unique 
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Men in cities, men busy everywhere 
Live by a faith that roads lead to some end: 
Home, pleasure, a goal attained, a lover, a friend. 
‘If it were not so,’ they say, ‘we must despair.’ 
 
But the nomads, they never think this way; 
Wherever they chance to stop, the roads go on 
To nowhere, to anywhere. For them the one 
Despair is a fixed roof, a permanent stay. 
 
Theirs are different natures. They see the things we see; 
The words are the same – they look with different eyes; 
I would not call them more human or less wise, 
Nor think them less happy, more justified than we. 
 
They are simply other; They give and they forgive, 
But do not ask for anything in return, 
Learn only what they have is no need to unlearn, 
Clutch at no rights, claim no prerogative. 
 
When I ask my friend the nomad, ‘Would you agree 
I have made my mark in the world?’ he answers, ‘Why 
Yes, you have made something of your life; but I  
Prefer to find out what life will make of me.’ 
 
 – from The Nomads, by A.D. Hope 
 
 
I am a nomadic music teaching artist: a musician and educator that navigates and 
negotiates multiple spaces of performance and pedagogy. It is something other than what 
I had always known or thought of when I thought about what it meant to be a musician, 
to be an artist, to be a teacher. This self-assigned term is something other than those 
roles–those roles with which I am familiar as someone who experienced music education 
in public and private schools, took private lessons, attended conservatory, held a full-time 





teacher who did the same. Time and space, pathways and direction, rights and claims, 
interactions and intersections, permanent homes and temporary shelters, journeys and 
destinations are the dimensions and elements at play in the stories I am going to tell. In 
Hope’s poem, the nomad prefers to find out what life will make of him rather than make 
his stamp upon the world. I offer this research as a step towards questioning that dyad – 







I – INTRODUCTION 
 
Part I – A Narrative 
The hyphen and the slash have been the most useful tools with which to describe 
my career.  With their help, I can be an artist-educator, a violinist-chamber ensemble 
coach, an administrator-artistic director, a performer/teacher, a writer/performer/host, an 
artist-teacher, or a teaching-artist. However, I am rarely in one place long enough to be 
known for all those things, or for the time and effort that has gone into developing the 
skills that support those roles. Being itinerant is a part of my life and career. It has been 
that way as long as I can remember, because my parents are both artists and educators 
and lived their lives in a similar way. 
My parents moved around from job to job in the hopes of finding a good balance 
of opportunities for income and artistry. They toted me around with them as their careers 
developed, some choices made as a result of ambition, some to survive. My mother, after 
leaving a successful career as a vocal soloist at Radio City Music Hall in New York City, 
became a certified K-12 music teacher. She traveled to Hungary to study the pedagogies 
of Carl Orff and Zoltan Kodaly, held teaching positions in teacher education at American 
universities, and then worked as a general and choral music teacher in public and private 
schools in the Eastern United States, even becoming a part-time administrator in addition 
to maintaining a performing life as a teacher and singer. Eventually she settled into 
teaching in a public school in a large urban district, giving up her performing life in 





slashed the number of music teachers in her district and my mother found herself as the 
only music teacher for three separate schools. In her 50s she became itinerant, traveling 
around the city teaching every grade from pre-kindergarten to high school.  I remember 
her reaction to itinerancy as one of the most salient experiences of being her daughter, 
watching the change in the way she worked impact so many other areas of her life. When 
she had a classroom and was based in one school, she would come home excited and 
filled with anecdotes about her students, and ideas for shows and lessons. Itinerancy, and 
the loss of her classroom, meant coming home exhausted, sometimes feeling confused 
about where and what she was going to be teaching the next day, or frustrated at having 
left an important teaching material in one school that she desperately needed for another. 
And still she persevered, producing concerts, winning medals, and creating communities 
of musical practice (Kenny, 2016). 
The reinstatement of funding brought her back to the school where she had 
invested two decades of her life, but from that point forward she was always on unstable 
ground. More changes in the school’s priorities left her without a classroom in some 
years, her 30 years of accumulated teaching materials–Orff instruments, drums and 
instruments from around the world, choral music, audio equipment, books–reduced to a 
single cabinet. 
 My father began his life as a freelance illustrator literally by shoving his foot in 
the door of the offices of an agent to get his portfolio to them for consideration. This 
aggressive tactic was successful, and he was soon illustrating for many notable science 
fiction authors such as Philip K. Dick and Isaac Asimov. He continued to produce a 





department of an art school, and maintained his own studio. However, it was a long road 
from his freelance days to his first teaching position. I cannot reliably represent both of 
their perspectives, but I can simply report that they were divorced by the time I was 
seven. 
For my parents, teaching was part and parcel of their lives as artists who shared 
what they did with the world around them. I remember that the decisions about how to 
combine teaching, art-making, and performance were not always easy. We lived with the 
tension of knowing that one-year positions ended, that we’d have to move again, and 
indeed we moved as many as three times a year for the first 11 years of my life. As a 
child, I had no expectations about staying in one place, feeling settled, or having stability 
or security from work. 
I hit the fast forward button now to my own career. By the time I graduated from 
conservatory, I was part of a professional piano trio that won a competition and gave a 
debut recital at Carnegie Hall. I achieved some moderate successes in performance and 
taught privately more than 30 students a week, but it didn’t translate into career 
satisfaction or financial security. Something about passing on the feeling of mid-level 
fulfillment I was experiencing to my students rang hollow. While I loved teaching my 
private students, I was experiencing tensions with regard to the best way to be responsive 
to their needs. I also felt the pressure of responding to parental concerns about how I was 
teaching, and I felt ill-equipped to advocate for my approach to teaching.  
These tensions were experienced during the year after my graduation from my 
master’s degree in violin performance, which I completed in May of 2001. I remember 





birthday party for a cellist who I knew through my few connections to the freelance 
community of musicians in New York. That night we were celebrating that she had been 
called to play with The Orpheus Chamber Orchestra, what many musicians might 
consider a dream gig. All around me were musicians I had only seen at concerts before or 
heard of through the grapevine of my small musical network. Some were recent graduates 
who had already put in a few years working the landscape of the freelance scene. 
Socializing was and is still a large part of the networking necessary to get work as a 
freelancer, and this felt like a big night. There was optimism in the air as we toasted to an 
exciting year to come, and then we went home and woke up the next morning to a world 
changed forever.  
In his poem September 1, 1939, Auden wrote of, “the unmentionable odour of 
death” that, “offends the September night.” He was at once acknowledging the traumas of 
war and the crisis of life going on in its midst: 
Faces along the bar 
Cling to their average day: 
The lights must never go out, 
The music must always play 
 
At the time, I struggled to cling to my average day, but I was changed. I don’t think I was 
alone in struggling to articulate why playing music was important during this time of a 
new threat of terrorism. Research has shown that New Yorkers were more than twice as 
likely to experience symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder in the aftermath of the 
attacks of September 11, 2001, of which feeling hopeless is one (Schlenger et al., 2002 in 
Resnick, Galea, Kilpatrick, & Vlahov, 2004). In informal conversations among my 
musical colleagues who I considered friends living in New York City after the events of 





in such a state of upheaval. We discussed the challenges of talking to our students about 
what had happened, of how to address the inhumanity we had witnessed with the young. I 
believe I felt a sense of paralysis–a crisis, over the juxtaposition of normal life and 
routines in my world. Making music was not feeling compensatory in a time of tragedy, 
yet. I felt hopeless, and a, “lack of openings” (Greene, 1995). Maxine Greene (1995) 
cautions that without the use of imagination in the pursuit of openings, our “lives narrow 
and our pathways become cul-de-sacs.” It was difficult to imagine teaching music, and 
difficult to articulate a rationale for music education. I don’t mean at all as though I 
didn’t firmly believe somewhere in the depths of my soul how important it was, but that 
belief felt like faith. Holding a deep belief is not the same as having the ability to explain 
or justify it, and in order to develop my own rationale for music education, I believed I 
needed to study it in a community of research and practice. 
First Steps – Discovering Teaching Artistry 
In the Spring of 2002, the opportunity for an elementary school residency at my 
mother’s school came up. The Parent Teacher Association thought it would be a lovely 
idea to invite my trio to come give a version of our Carnegie Hall debut program at the 
school. My trio was preparing works by Schumann and Shostakovich, and I couldn’t 
imagine simply showing up to play the repertoire without saying anything else. So, I gave 
myself the task of creating activities to help the students engage with the performance. 
The question of how to engage children between the ages of four and 11 with a 
Schumann trio, where the challenge was more to engage their powers of perception and 
invite their interest, invite them to care, was where I first felt a rekindled sense of 





I studied and prepared for the residency with a rigor I had never quite 
experienced, and what was all the more surprising was how much livelier and engaged 
my trio was in rehearsal knowing we were preparing for this purpose. We found 
ourselves engaged in a process of inquiry, of imagination. I found myself asking why 4-
year-olds in an urban elementary school should care about Schumann. As I set out to 
explore this question for their sake, I realized that I was also exploring it for my own. 
I was 23 years old at the time. Up to this point, I had only taught private lessons, 
and my informal welcoming into the world of teaching came from growing up watching 
my mother teach, and from serving as a teaching assistant to Barbara Krakauer, the 
woman who had been my violin teacher, mentor, and like a second mother to me from the 
age of 17. What I connected with and appreciated about Barbara’s teaching was how 
focused she was on facilitating meaning making in her students. In my time with her, I 
noticed how she was able to tailor her teaching to the needs of every student, no matter 
how much time or effort they were able to put in towards practicing, and no matter what 
their skill level. Lessons were conversations about music, and questions from Barbara 
asked students to connect their lives with aspects of playing the violin as well as aspects 
of the repertoire. I remember how she would always introduce a new concept by first 
gently making a connection with an extra-musical concept. Shifting to third position 
wasn’t shifting to third position, it was, “Have you ever gone ice skating? Can you 
imagine how your legs feel when you glide across the ice? How might your finger do the 
same thing?” Changing strings wasn’t about switching from the G string (the lowest 
pitched string on the violin) to the E string (the highest); it was about imagining yourself 





find the natural path to each string rather than forcing the arm into some kind of target 
practice. A half step between two fingers wasn’t just a musical interval, but an analogy 
about best friends sitting on a bus and sharing secrets. She had her own analogies, but 
always asked her students to make their own, to find their own frameworks for owning 
musical concepts. 
Barbara invited her students to enter into the world of the pieces we were 
studying, and she had us create and invent our own music as well as our own practice 
strategies. She would always comment that her job as a teacher was to make herself 
unnecessary in our lives as musicians, so that our curiosity and motivation guided us. The 
one thing she rejected about teaching music was a sense of dependence or blind 
obedience that some teachers were known for. Just before joining Barbara’s studio, I had 
a private teacher that had expectations of loyalty, submission, and obedience, who 
expected me to correctly perform what the composers intended. What Bruno Nettl (1995) 
might refer to as signs of the presence of dictatorship, conformity, and a rigid class 
structure were signs that I needed to change teachers. I left that teacher because of those 
demands, and knew I did not want to teach that way myself. In recalling Barbara’s 
teaching 20 years later, and now with nearly two education degrees acquired, I believe 
that her approach might today be called a constructivist one. As Brooks (2005) describes: 
   Constructivism is the theory that learners generate meaning through the active 
mental process of formulating and reformulating knowledge. Broadly, this 
framework stands in contrast to other assertions that the learner’s mind is a clean 
slate ready for inscription through direct instruction, or an empty vessel ready to 
be filled by the instructor. (p. 13) 
 
I had the opportunity to observe Barbara once a week for several years, as part of the job 





breast cancer for a number of years, and so had me come and watch her so that I would 
know exactly where she was with each student, getting to know each student intimately 
in order to be able to respond to their needs. I believe that her individual approach to 
nurturing and encouraging a love for music by inviting students to form their own 
meanings and relationships with the violin was a value that I tried to carry into my early 
experiences with teaching privately, and my first experiences as a teaching artist. 
My other informal training came simply from being my mother’s child. My 
earliest memories are of our singing together on car rides, in harmony, in rounds. Day 
after day I would finish school and come to her room to watch her teach, as for years I 
was a student at the schools in which she taught. During this time, I absorbed her style, 
which was comedic, improvisatory, and highly performative. To her, teaching was a 
performing art (Lessinger & Gillis, 1976; Sarason, 1999). I sensed many times in her 
classroom that the space was like its own stage, and she was performing with us on it. In 
addition to choral singing, her main influences and inspirations came from the work of 
Zoltan Kodaly, Carl Orff, Bessie Jones, and Pete Seeger. She believed in teaching world 
musics and helping students understand the “who, what, where, why, and how in regard 
to the music and the culture” (Fung, 1995).  
My mother’s own experiences as a craftsperson also highly influenced her 
teaching. Students would sing songs from various cultures, and do complementary arts 
and crafts. She was an avid quilter, knitter, hand-spinner, and weaver, so for example if 
students were preparing a concert around the theme of peace, they would not only sing 
repertoire of that theme, but the months of preparation also involved making peace quilts 





for this by staying after school, staying in at lunch and making time and space in which 
students could join her to make crafts and have time to sing more. Her classroom, when 
she had one, was a world for students to consider their artistic citizenship (Bowman, 
Elliott, & Silverman, 2016), and how they might contribute to society with their music 
making. Her students learned repertoire from all over the world, but they also wrote their 
own operas, staged their own shows, and functioned like democratic communities in 
which everyone contributed. 
I believe that growing up surrounded by her work gave me a sense of standards of 
preparation before walking into an educative space. When she invited me to come to her 
school to perform, I knew that while they had no expectations that I would teach, I 
wanted to try to do so. I had my private teaching experience to build on, but I also had the 
resources of my undergraduate experience as a literature major. Unsure of my future as a 
performing musician, I obtained a second degree in order to continue the pursuit of 
understanding something I had always loved: reading. This residency was my first 
opportunity to combine my love of music and literature, an exercise in interdisciplinarity 
and lateral thinking. As I was creating the plan for the residency, I searched to find 
connections between the repertoire and what I learned from my mother about the 
students. Robert Schumann was the son of bookseller and publisher, and grew up in a 
shop where much of his time was spent reading. His other compositions, such as the 
Märchenbilder (Fairy Tales), gave me the idea to consider how music invites us to 
imagine stories. I had no idea what specific stories Schumann had in mind, which seemed 





I created a series of interactive concerts designed to introduce the genre of 
chamber music while giving the students opportunities to describe and interpret what they 
were hearing and to participate through telling stories, asking questions, and sharing their 
ideas with us. The results of the residency, though reported here completely anecdotally, 
were astounding to me. To hear children speak about music that had become stale to me 
was revelatory. To witness them make connections between the seemingly abstract and 
concrete was beyond expectation. To see that this music was relevant to them made me 
want to remember how relevant it was to me and to the world. After years in a 
conservatory where the majority of my goals had been to get the notes right, and a year of 
doubt about making music since the events of September 11th, I had been suffering from 
a musical dysthymia and the experience of the residency shocked me out of it. I believe 
what I was experiencing was a kind of awakening, what Greene (1995, 2001) might call a 
“wide awakeness.” From the moment of that awakening on, I knew I needed to try and 
learn more about teaching. 
Conservatories state, in one way or another, that their mission is to turn out 
highly-skilled performing musicians (Kingsbury, 1988; Nettl, 1995). The skills I was 
taught to value in my experience were all centered on playing my instrument, showing up 
on time, being a good colleague, and being prepared. We were taught to respect scores 
and to express ourselves within certain boundaries. Some have argued that the 
conservatory is a place dedicated to the, “service of masters” (Kingsbury, 1988; Nettl, 
1995) and to some extent, I did experience a feeling of my own experience and funds of 
knowledge being secondary to my ability to render works without technical mistakes. I 





occasional theory assignment. I didn’t create. I did feel preoccupied with “sounding 
good” and the baseline assessment tool I heard one teacher use was that my preparation 
should always involve, “all the right notes in the right places and a great sound.” I could 
sense that there was so much more our teachers and coaches wanted from us–they wanted 
us to think about the music we were making, but the question of how to facilitate that 
other than by simply following their interpretations or markings in a score seemed to be a 
challenge. They guided by passing on what they knew, but they rarely asked students 
what they thought, what their goals were in relation to the music, or how they might take 
action towards getting closer to those goals. Those characteristics of my conservatory 
experience stood in contrast to my lessons with Barbara, and what I had always observed 
from my mother. 
My trio’s first residency was not directly about my performance as a violinist, but 
it was the most engaged I had ever felt as a musician and the most engaged I had ever 
seen an audience of children. I knew that the whole experience represented the beginning 
of how I wanted to teach. It may sound like that old familiar proverbial bug that has 
likely bitten anyone reading this paper, “the call to teach,” but I was already teaching 30 
students a week. What made this so different? For me, engaging in activities with 
children that invited children to respond to and discuss music in a large classroom group, 
outside of the one-on-one teaching experiences I was having, felt new and exciting. I was 
excited about these students learning from one another but did not know how to name 
what I had seen. I began to think about how I would use this approach with my violin 





I mentioned the experience to a pianist I was working with at the time, and she 
told me that what I had done sounded a lot like aesthetic education as practiced at Lincoln 
Center Institute (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Greene, 2001; Holzer, 2009). When I asked her 
to describe the teaching, she said, “you’ll see… it’s… special. It’s different. They have a 
very specific practice over there.” She suggested I apply for an upcoming teaching artist 
training and audition. At the same time, I had also enrolled in Teachers College for a 
Master’s of Education degree in the hopes of finding a community with which to share, 
research, and develop my teaching. I enrolled in a course entitled, “Education and the 
Aesthetic Experience” taught by Maxine Greene, who also happened to be the 
philosopher-in-residence at Lincoln Center Education (known then as Lincoln Center 
Institute). After a 3-month training and trial application process, I became a member of 
the teaching artist faculty at LCI.  In the same year, I became a teaching artist at the 
Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center, and then the New York Philharmonic. I still 
hold some of these positions today, and will go into greater detail about their pedagogies 
later in this chapter and in Chapter Two. I have also worked as a guest teaching artist for 
Education Through Music, Inc., The Midori Foundation, The Metropolitan Opera, 
Carnegie Hall, Bardavon Opera Center, and Caramoor Center for Music and the Arts. As 
a teaching artist, I am not only in the classroom, but also write scripts for interactive 
performances, host concerts, and conduct professional development for other teaching 
artists and for non-arts classroom teachers looking to integrate the arts in their work. I am 
also an Adjunct Professor in the Department of Core Studies at St. John’s University, 
where I teach interdisciplinary courses in the arts. As a violinist, I freelance with a variety 





play in several Broadway productions as a substitute, and work as a string arranger and 
sideman for pop, rock, hip-hop, world, and contemporary folk acts.  
A Jigsaw Puzzle of Performances and Pedagogies 
Scheduling for each performing season and academic year has become a 
rhapsodic process in which my numerous roles and responsibilities must be carefully 
balanced. Integration is not always seamless, but the stitching together of parts both 
disparate and complementary is necessary in order to make a living and to pursue the 
calls of teaching and performing. My weekly schedule often requires that I teach as many 
as five classes a day in five different schools five days a week. The teaching 
environments are often radically different from day to day: in addition to variance in 
pedagogical approaches, there are huge differences in school culture, relationships (with 
students, faculty, and staff), administrative support, teacher and student buy-in, classroom 
management issues, the space and materials used–all of these elements shift from period 
to period and school to school–and that is just what happens before 3 o’clock. After 
school, my workday continues in other spaces with private lessons, teaching as a partner 
and guest in teacher education courses at universities for Lincoln Center, recording 
sessions, rehearsals, and performances–not to mention time spent on personal creative 
projects. These performing contexts change as often as my teaching contexts, and I am 
not alone in this lifestyle.  
This is the calendar of a participant in my pilot study, a teaching artist for four 
cultural organizations and freelance brass player–the font is intentionally small to obscure 





nomadic teaching artist switches teaching and performing environments within the space 
of a single day. 
 
 
Figure 1. A week in the life of a teaching artist in nomadic conditions, pilot study.  
(Note:  This schedule has been redacted to protect the identity of a study participant.) 
 
In Figure 1, we see a kaleidoscopic image of performance and pedagogical commitments. 
The varied shadings represent different roles as teaching artist and freelance performer, 
and indicate a variety of locations in which his work occurs. Figure 2 is a typical day in 








 Get up at 6:30 AM 
 Drive in rush hour traffic to park car  
 Bus to East side to teach 9:30 - 11 AM class 
 Run back to West side for a noon dress rehearsal & solo performance 
 Meet a potential client at 3 PM 
 Drive to Queens to teach a later afternoon class from 5 -6:30 pm 
 Come back into the city for 8 PM rehearsal 
 Bed at 11:30 PM 
Figure 2. A typical day for a teaching artist in nomadic conditions.  
 
In looking at these field texts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) we see logistical evidence of 
days within lives pieced together and composed (Bateson, 1994)–what we do not see, and 
what we cannot yet hear are the nuances and insight that might be gained from their 
stories: how they entered into these types of careers, how they make it work, and what 
impact their conditions have on their professional and personal lives. I wonder about this 
from my situation as their colleague, as a teaching artist myself, as a child of educators 
affected by itinerancy, as a guest in spaces I sometimes think of as mine, as a substitute, 
as an “other.”  
My hope is not to arrive at generalizable conclusions about this population of 
others, but to seek out questions. Much like Rilke wrote in Letters to a Young Poet 
(1934), the questions about nomadic teaching artist experience are, “like locked rooms 
and like books written in a very foreign tongue” (p. 35). It is through my personal 





will make the effort towards discovering the questions that might be asked about teaching 
artists, and the questions teaching artists might ask themselves.  
Part II – Stories Untold, Narratives Unheard 
This study is about nomadic music teaching artists and their unique experiences in 
their multiple roles as performers and teachers in varying contexts. While the idea of 
artists in schools is certainly older than the modern use of the term “teaching artist,” 
teaching artistry has emerged as a professional field only over the last few decades 
(Daichendt, 2013 in Barniskis, Cox, & Jaffe, 2013; Rabkin, Reynolds, Hedberg, & 
Shelby, 2011). It is a field with an array of international conferences, professional 
associations, and claims to distinctive pedagogical approaches designed to facilitate high-
engagement, personally relevant experiences between students and works of art 
(Barniskis, Cox, & Jaffe, 2013; Booth, 2009; Czikszenmihalyi, 1997; Holzer, 2009) but 
without official certification or required training (Rabkin, Reynolds, Hedberg, & Shelby, 
2011).  
The term “teaching artist” is claimed to have been coined by Lincoln Center 
Institute in the 1970s (LCI, 2005). Since then, the term has been adopted nearly 
universally by artists who teach and it has been challenging to define for a role which 
functions within a wide variety of artistic and educational contexts. Historically, the term 
has also been used interchangeably with the traditional labels of “visiting artist,” 
“resident artist,” “artist-teacher,” and “artist educator” (Booth, 2009; Daichendt, 2010; 
Reeder, 2010).  In The Music Teaching Artist’s Bible (2009), Booth defines this role as, 





of the art form, as an active part of a career” (p. 3).   A more recent definition has evolved 
as the following: 
   A teaching artist is an active artist who embodies and further develops the 
complementary skills, curiosities, and habits of an educator, in order to achieve a 
wide variety of learning goals in, through, and about the arts, with a wide range of 
learners. (Booth, 2014, p. 7) 
 
The wideness of variety Booth describes is perhaps intended to show the numerous 
contexts and methods teaching artistry involves, but the resulting definition is broad, not 
generalizable to all who identify as teaching artists and not particularly distinctive from 
the role of classroom arts teachers in schools. Therefore, in this study a nomadic music 
teaching artist is defined as an active freelance performer who also teaches in multiple 
educative settings through the non-profit cultural organization, distinguishing the role 
from that of a music teacher who is employed full time by one school or school district, 
and from that of a full-time orchestral musician involved in outreach or other 
involvement in schools, and further still from artists who present in schools 
independently.   
Missions and Pedagogies – Teaching Through the Cultural Organization 
In my home city of New York, the Department of Cultural Affairs lists 1,968 
cultural organizations in its directory (DCLA, 2017, in de Barros, 2018).  Just some of 
the cultural organizations that employ teaching artists include symphony orchestras such 
as The New York Philharmonic or The Orchestra of St. Luke’s, performing arts center 
venues such as Carnegie Hall or Lincoln Center, and musical societies and foundations 
such as The Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center, The Noel Pointer, and Midori 
Foundations. While estimating the number of work teaching artists has been a challenge, 





of arts education practitioners, believes the numbers is just over 1500 (de Barros, 2018). I 
offer a look into the pedagogies and missions of some of the organizations for which I 
have worked in order to illustrate a small but specific example of the scope and variety of 
a teaching artist working for multiple organizations. 
Lincoln Center Education (LCE, formerly Lincoln Center Institute) claims that 
the arts cultivate a unique skill set that is indispensable for the 21st century: problem 
solving, collaboration, communication, imagination, creativity, and grit (LCE, 2014). 
They identify their pedagogy as aesthetic education within a learning framework known 
as the Capacities for Imaginative Learning, developed based on the writings of Mark 
Schubart and Maxine Greene (Holzer, 2009). This pedagogical approach will be 
reviewed in Chapter Two. Their work is designed to translate these skills from the stage 
to the lives of children through teaching artist visits and encounters with live works of art. 
In addition to dance, theater, and the visual arts, LCE presents a diverse repertory, 
including but not limited to Blues, Jazz, Rock, Bluegrass, Folk, Art Song, Spoken Word, 
Hip-Hop, Funk, Classical and Contemporary instrumental music, Opera, and myriad 
world styles. LCE places teaching artists in the school for anywhere from 1-10 visits 
(known as an, “instructional unit”) surrounding a student encounter with that work of art, 
and more specific goals of the unit are then determined by the teaching artist in 
partnership with the teachers through the custom-development of a line of inquiry and 
aesthetic education curriculum (LCI, 2005).  
Other organizations have the goal of getting students to engage with a specific 
musical ensemble type. For example, The New York Philharmonic’s School Partnership 





life of an elementary school, but not by establishing orchestras in the schools–their 
method involves integrating orchestral repertoire with existing school curriculum. 
Philharmonic teaching artists use major orchestral repertoire to teach students, their 
teachers, and parents ways to compose, perform, and listen, preparing them to hear 
concerts in their own school and at the Philharmonic in the hopes of establishing music as 
an essential element of the classroom and the school community (The New York 
Philharmonic, 2014). Teaching artists are assigned a grade to work with, which they visit 
17 times over the course of one school year. 
Obtaining a position as a teaching artist with organizations such as these usually 
involves a process of training and/or audition of both performance and teaching abilities. 
The audition process and subsequent training and professional development is specific to 
the cultural organization for which the teaching artist works, designed to integrate the 
goals of the schools in which they are placed with the values of the organization that 
employs them.  
My training experiences were different for both LCE and The New York 
Philharmonic, and for some organizations that I work for there is no training at all–as 
they specifically those who have previous experience and training from somewhere else 
in order to do one-off visits to schools; a degree of lesser commitment, and more of a 
presentational nature. Outside of the cultural organization, training programs for teaching 
artists are appearing at a rapid rate in arts education organizations, and even universities. 
Teaching Artists – Their Part-Time Place in Educative Settings 
Whatever the goals, the partnerships between the cultural organization and 





public and private school settings, but also in universities, prisons, community music 
schools, and in arts education programs that offer professional development for 
classroom teachers of non-arts subjects as well as teaching artists. Rather than focusing 
on environment, Booth (2015) has argued for reframing the discussion of teaching artist 
work and development within six purpose threads: (a) enhancing encounters with art 
works, (b) deepening the development of art-making skills, (c) catalyzing learning of 
non-arts content, (d) increasing livability of communities, (e) developing personal or 
social capacities, and (f) achieving non-arts goals important to institutions. As we will see 
in the coming narratives, the participants piece together careers that involve multiple 
purposes while teaching for cultural organizations, and a large component of this study is 
the intersection of their work as teaching artists with their performing, and their teaching 
outside of the cultural organization. 
Cultural organizations work in schools that have fully funded arts programs as 
well as those that have no arts at all despite state mandates regarding arts instruction. 
Many public school music teachers have reported a change in the allocation of funding 
for music education programs (Abril & Gault, 2006, 2008, as cited in Major, 2013) 
resulting in fewer positions for music teachers in the public schools. This results in higher 
rates of itinerancy and part-time work among music teachers within single districts, 
which in turn results in higher rates of turnover and attrition (Gardner, 2010). Sometimes 
the partnership with these cultural organizations and their teaching artists bring the arts 
back into a school, but it may also be the only formal arts experience that students receive 
in school, resulting in debate over whether teaching artists can and should be expected to 






 Additional controversy surrounds the aforementioned lack of requirement for any 
kind of official certification as teaching artists may not have experiences with educational 
practice and research (Myers, 2005). Many hiring institutions advertise teaching artists 
positions with language that encourages applicants to have both thriving artistic practices 
while also having significant classroom experience, but degrees in education or other 
types of alternative certification are for the most part not required. As Booth (2009) has 
noted, “we still live in a time where you are a teaching artist if you say you are.” 
Consequentially, music teaching artists gain experience on the job, through what they 
have learned through private teaching, and through experiences with outreach and 
community music making through their performing ensembles or individually. Much like 
the teaching of private lessons, in which teacher preparation may only involve teachers 
having been students who took private lessons themselves (Frederickson, Geringer, & 
Pope, 2013), teaching artists rely on their own experiences as art-makers and learners to 
inform their teaching practices (Booth, 2009; Daichendt, 2010).   
In this work, background is necessary in order to understand the current landscape 
of teaching artist training and preparation, but it is important to note that this study is not 
specifically about the preparation and training of teaching artists, but rather their 
experiences in nomadic conditions. The conditions and life experiences surrounding the 





The Changing Economy: Part-Time Independent Contractors vs. Tenured Full-
Time Employees 
The economic recession of 2009 and recent changes in educational policy have 
resulted in challenges for those hoping to pursue careers as orchestral performers (van 
Waeyenberghe, 2013). In the world of classical music, orchestra audiences are shrinking 
at a rate of nearly 2% annually (NEA, 2012) and recent work stoppages and labor 
disputes point to the orchestra as a troubled institution (van Waeyenberghe, 2013). There 
are just 18 American orchestras with 52-week seasons, and 61 groups working more than 
40 weeks per year. Among these groups there is an average of 250 “full-time” job 
openings annually, with many orchestras relying on substitute players to fill their sections 
as a means of cutting costs (van Waeyenberghe, 2013). Lack of full time positions results 
in musicians needing to do many different types of freelance performance work (often 
referred to as “gigs” in this study) in order to make a living, from pick-up orchestras to 
playing in the pits of Broadway shows, recording sessions, weddings, club dates, and 
more.  
Despite a lack of full-time positions, interest in a career in music is on the rise 
with colleges graduating over 11,000 music majors annually. Music majors have 
remained a small but constant portion of the American collegiate system, with the 
number of music majors doubling over the last 23 years (NASM, 2010, as cited in van 
Waeyenberghe, 2013). Of these graduates, 51% are education majors, 22% are 
performance majors, with the remainder majoring in fields such as administration, music 
therapy, and business. As graduates of music programs make their way in the world, the 





part-time contractors and itinerant workers over full-time pedagogues and performers. 
Freelancing is on the rise with over 53 million Americans (or 34% of the US work force) 
working as freelancers. According to a recent three-year study published by the Teaching 
Artists Guild, nearly 95,000 of those are teaching artists. Of the 1,500 teaching artists 
working in New York City, where I work as a teaching artist, a 2016 survey on payment 
structures for teaching artists reported that 47% of participants surveyed (ten percent of 
the New York City teaching artist population) reported working for three or more 
organizations, either cultural or arts-in-education, and 14% reported working for five or 
more (de Barros, 2018), indicating that teaching artists are piecing together their careers 
in multiple environments.  
While recent research (Freelancers Union, 2017) shows that freelancers prefer the 
term “freelance economy” to “gig economy,” the term “gig economy” is more widely 
used to describe the recent change in the structuring of the American workforce (Calo & 
Rosenblat, 2017; Freelancers Union, 2017; Mulcahy, 2016). Mulcahy (2016) posits that it 
used to be simple to define winners and losers in the U.S. economy: if you had a full-time 
job, you won, and if you had a part-time job, you lost.  Now in 2018, these attitudes are 
changing as American workers embrace freelancing, believing that it can represent 
greater freedom with regard to autonomy, decision-making, personal choice, and greater 
job security than having a single source of employment (Mulcahy, 2016). Others argue 
that the shift to a freelance workforce represents neoliberal values in which public 
benefits and social safety structures are sacrificed in the name of profit for the private 
sector (Steger & Roy, 2010). In music performance, some have argued that the shift to an 





other forms of musical career building, but habituates musicians to precariousness and 
insecurity through its rhetoric and institutional endorsement (Moore, 2016). In 
educational settings, there are those that argue that neoliberal values represent a threat to 
the learning of artists and teachers (Allsup, 2015), and human growth and development 
(Deresiewicz, 2015). 
Multiple Jobs, Multiple Lives 
Piecing together a life may be more than a question of economics and policy. 
Acknowledging that people in the world are, “increasingly strangers and sojourners,” 
author and anthropologist Mary Catherine Bateson (1990) has noted that, “in many ways, 
constancy is an illusion.” (p. 14) In creating comparative biographies of women which 
examined the existential implications of fragmented lives within the demands of career 
and family, Bateson asks, 
   What are the possible transfers of learning when life is a collage of different 
tasks? How does creativity flourish on distraction? What insights arise from the 
experience of multiplicity and ambiguity? And at what point does desperate 
improvisation become significant achievement?” (p. 9)  
 
Bateson is referring not only to work, jobs, and careers, but to hobbies, interests, 
passions, and human relationships. It is worth asking, is teaching artist nomadicism an 
economic condition, or an existential one? How might they overlap and intertwine? And 
what do these conditions signify for their students, colleagues, and others with whom 
they interact? 
This study will review the literature on artists who teach: the challenges of 
defining their title, their pedagogies, and their perceptions of the benefits and challenges 
of the role. It will also examine the literature on itinerancy, commitment, and mobility as 





the university within the changing values systems of surrounding the American 
workforce. Borrowing from previously used metaphors of both educators and workers as 
nomads (Gould, 2005; Pittinsky & Shih, 2004) within a Professional Knowledge 
Landscape (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, 1996) it will propose that the teaching artist 
occupies a unique and often invisible terrain in music performance and music education–
one that needs investigation, illumination, and reflection. 
Rationale 
Nomadic music teaching artists negotiate musical and educational spaces to 
extraordinary degrees, and yet their stories are by and large invisible–dramatically 
underrepresented in both musical and educational narratives. They are vehicles for the 
cultural and educational missions set by the organizations that employ them, but their 
voices in regard to how they navigate the multiple environments and pedagogies of those 
organizations are largely absent. In the current climate that favors the itinerant part-time 
independent contractor over the situated full-time tenure track employee, this study has 
profound implications for the music teaching artist community, the wider landscape of 
music education, and could have implications for all artists and educators who negotiate 
piecing together a career, including adjunct professors and other educators in itinerant 
positions. 
The nature of the nomadic teaching artist condition limits the amount of 
interaction that teaching artists can have as a group, relegating their discourses to the 
marginal spaces that exist somewhere between classroom, concert hall, and home. 





illuminate issues that celebrate success and pose challenge in their lives as artists and 
teachers. As their spaces are marginalized, so too are their voices.  
I know from my own experience as a nomadic music teaching artist that my 
colleagues and I discuss the successes, opportunities, and challenges of our condition not 
in the faculty meeting with our administration, but on the phone after hours, in a bar after 
a show, via text messages, emails, and maybe once a year at a faculty retreat (albeit with 
trepidation). Our discourses often involve the negotiation of intellectual and creative 
autonomy with predictability, security, and the senses of familiarity and investment with 
students, colleagues, and workplaces.  
I suspect that the negotiation of environments and pedagogies is having a unique 
impact on nomadic music teaching artists. I propose that giving them an opportunity to 
speak, to make their individual voices heard, will tap into previously unheard frequencies 
of experience (Greene, 2001). Their stories deserve a place in the narrative other than on 
the margins.  
It is again important to repeat that I am not looking to question the validity of the 
use of teaching artists in educative spaces either as additional arts enrichment or as stop-
gap measures where arts experiences otherwise do not exist in public school settings. 
This research is specifically about the experiences of teaching artists working in nomadic 
conditions. While this study involves criticality of the structures that surround teaching 
artist work in public school settings, this study should not be conflated with an 






I propose that nomadic music teaching artists occupy spaces that are by definition 
far less permanent in the cultures of schools and non-profit cultural organizations. They 
do not have a classroom; they bring with them what they can carry, and their schedule of 
visits is created as an addition to an existing school schedule, varying in consistency and 
rarely occupying an official slot on the calendar in space or time. They are not part of the 
school community like the other teachers. While a heavy workload has been defined by 
the New York City Arts in Education Roundtable as 10 classes per week (de Barros, 
2018), in the most intense times teaching artists might teach five classes a day, five days 
a week, in five different schools while also teaching after school programs and 
performing at night. They are outsiders working on an invisible terrain of conditions 
unseen and unrecognized. In a school with an existing music program, they may bring 
new levels of insight, engagement, and inspiration. In a school where they are the only 
musical instruction, they may struggle to represent the best of what music education can 
be (Smith, 2014; Wolf, 2001).  
While it was my personal experience that my residency in a Brooklyn school 
served as the catalyst to bring back a full-time music teacher, teaching artists being asked 
to fill those roles is a professional concern for the teaching artist as individual, for 
teaching artists as a collective, for the cultural organizations that employ them and for the 
schools in which they work. With teaching artists increasingly in demand in a wide 
variety of educational settings, and literature that suggests being a music teaching artist 
offers rich opportunities for meaningful and fulfilling work experiences, research is 





and beliefs about mobility combined with multiple pedagogies and performance 
environments impact their teaching and their professional and personal lives. While 
previous research on teaching artist sustainability has primarily made use of quantitative 
methodologies, I believe that teaching artist narratives can provide additional insight and 
nuance to the nomadic condition. 
Statement of Purpose 
By researching the experiences of music teaching artists working in nomadic 
conditions within their unique circumstances, I hope to provide more depth, detail, and 
dimension to the narratives of their condition: their unique and idiosyncratic stories, 
attitudes and beliefs about teaching in these conditions, and the impact of these 
conditions on their professional and personal lives. I hope to enable teaching artists to tell 
stories that go beyond the currently reported experiences of teaching artists in the 
classroom by capturing the impact of their mobility and peripatetic lifestyles on their 
teaching and performing so that organizations and schools that work with teaching artists 
can more fully understand the challenges of their working environments and design 
future professional development and ongoing support to address those needs, and so that 
those working in or considering a long-term career as music teaching artists might have 
spaces in which to engage in dialogue. I hope to expand the discussion over the common 
narratives about security and stability versus freedom, autonomy, and creativity and work 
towards more nuanced discourses. 
Research Questions 
1. What are the experiences, attitudes, and beliefs of teaching artists when 
working in nomadic conditions? How did they become nomadic? What are the 





artists? What do their days look like and what are their perceptions of their 
conditions? 
 
2. How do nomadic conditions impact their individual approaches to pedagogy, 
and their attitudes and beliefs about teaching? What are the educational and 
artistic missions of the various institutions for which they work and how do 
they perceive their role with regard to carrying out those missions? What 
pedagogies are implemented and how do they negotiate working with multiple 
pedagogies? 
 
3. How do nomadic conditions impact the professional and personal lives of 
teaching artists? Does their work as performers influence their teaching or 
vice versa? How? What do they perceive as major concerns in negotiating and 
transitioning in between spaces of performance and pedagogy? How do they 
address their concerns and how do they perceive their concerns are addressed 
by the institutions for and in which they teach and perform? 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Clandinin and Connelly (1996) have argued for understanding epistemological 
dilemmas with regard to teacher knowledge through the use of the metaphor of a 
Professional Knowledge Landscape. A landscape enables contextualization of teachers’ 
personal practical knowledge, as each landscape is unique for each inhabitant and formed 
by their experiences with boundaries spanning from topological to theoretical and 
metaphorical. Teachers spend time crossing the boundaries of classrooms and other 
professional, communal places multiple times each day. Within each of these landscapes, 
teachers tell stories of experience classified as secret (what happens in the classroom; the 
stories of practice), cover (how teachers portray themselves to other) and sacred (theory-
driven views of practice, shared by practitioners, policy makers, and theoreticians–
(Crites, 1971, in Clandinin & Connelly, 1996).  
If teacher experience can be understood through the metaphor of the professional 
knowledge landscape, then teaching artist experience might be better understood through 





All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players.   
They have their exits and their entrances,  
And one man in his time plays many parts,  
His acts being seven ages… 
(As You Like It, Act II.vii) 
Where the teaching artist is concerned, the, “many parts” are not ages, but roles–a 
multiplicity of functionalities in performance and pedagogical contexts. As a player on 
this stage, she plays the part of the Knowledge Nomad (Pittinsky & Shih, 2004). The 
Knowledge Nomad is a worker who is mobile but works in depth and with efficacy for 
multiple organizations. As we envision her on this stage, her nomadicism is portrayed by 
constant changes of environment (settings) that demand she adjust as she performs and 
teaches. The environments in which she performs are the public schools, but also the 
community, the concert hall, the prison, and the private lesson.  
In designing this conceptual framework, the image of the world of the teaching 
artist as a stage reminds us that in the context of education, the teaching artist is an artist 
first. Her origins and knowledge as a teacher come from the experiences, practices, and 
contexts of the world of her art form (Booth, 2009; Graham & Zwirn, 2010; Meyers, 
2005). The transactions that have occurred between herself, works of art, and her craft as 
a performer constitute the actions by which she engages others as part of her 
simultaneous experience as pedagogue and performer. In reaching beyond the fourth wall 
and out to the world beyond the art form in which she is asked to work, she engages in 
the specific pedagogies that those environments demand. These transactions are how 
connections are made, how new vistas are formed (Greene, 1996). 
As the teaching artist reaches out (Wallace, 2007), we must wonder: if the 





work are alive in both the teaching and performing environments, then what is the 
cumulative impact on teaching artists as they play the role of the Knowledge Nomad in 
this changing Professional Knowledge Landscape, this stage-as-world? What are their 
stories, from the secret to the cover to the sacred? And how might we begin to understand 
their unique conditions through these stories? 
Methodology Overview 
The research in this study was conducted using a qualitative method of narrative 
inquiry (Clandinin & Connolly, 2000) with an ethnographic lens (Facio, 1993) in order to 
tell the stories of three music teaching artists working in nomadic conditions in the 
Eastern United States through interview and observation over a period of eight months. I 
define and qualify the nomadic condition as when the teaching artist, 
 holds non-tenure track positions in multiple organizations (two or more). 
 represents at least one cultural organization with a specific mission regarding 
arts education.  
 travels to multiple educational sites within the space of one month. 
 is not provided with permanent classroom or office space by the employing 
organization or partnering school. 
 teaches two or more developmental levels: pre-kindergarten, elementary, 
middle, high school, college, and post-graduate. 
My participants were found through snowballing (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Hay, 
2005; Limb & Dwyer, 2001, in Noy, 2008) a method which, “lead(s) to dynamic 
moments where unique social knowledge of an interactional quality can be fruitfully 





artists, and asked for recommendations through contacting my professional affiliates as a 
teaching artist. A letter of recruitment was sent to representatives of these cultural 
organizations and affiliates. Upon receiving suggested participants names, I contacted 
suggested participants via phone and email, and sent a letter of recruitment outlining the 
specifications of the study (see Appendix C)  
Narrative Inquiry, Ethnographic Lens 
The use of narrative inquiry with an ethnographic lens was necessary because the 
purpose of this study is to understand and make sense of the experiences of a few 
members of a marginalized group by using their stories, told from their perspectives in 
addition to what can be observed and perceived, as the sources for interpretation and 
appraisal (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2007; Eisner, 1998).  
Narrative inquiry begins with experiences as expressed in lived and told stories of 
a few individuals (Creswell, 2007). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) claim that 
experiences can be understood within the context of a metaphorical three-dimensional 
narrative inquiry space. The three dimensions (personal and social; temporal, and place) 
and are based on John Dewey’s writings on the nature of experience, particularly with 
regard to situation, continuity, and interaction.  
Facio (1993) states that ethnography can be used as a personal experience. 
Ethnography involves extensive fieldwork and will allow for direct observations of the 
activities of the group being studied, communications and interactions with the people, 
and opportunities for informal and formal interviews (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975; 






I conducted observations over the course of an 8-month period from March of 
2017 to October of 2017, occurring over two academic calendar years and two 
performance seasons. I observed each participant for approximately 24 non-consecutive 
hours, over the course of 4-7 days. Additional informal interviews (Bogdan & Taylor, 
1975; Jorgensen, 1989; Lofland, 1971 in Moustakas, 1994) occurred during the 
observations. 
Data Collection and Analysis 
Data collection involved three in-depth one-on-one interviews (Johnson, 2001) 
with participants and multiple informal conversations and exchanges via email. In-depth 
interview enabled the exploration of multiple meanings or perspectives on actions, 
events, and settings while also providing an opportunity for intimacy and depth beyond 
the informal interview (Johnson, 2001; Seidman, 2013). Additionally, I acted as both a 
non-participant and participant observer (Creswell, 2007) immersed in the day-to-day 
lives of the participants to varying degrees. I observed their daily activities, their teaching 
commitments: work in school settings (which included classroom teaching, planning 
meetings, and other interactions with students, faculty, and staff), teaching artist faculty 
meetings with the non-profit organizations that place them in school settings, and then 
their performance commitments: rehearsals, interactions (with colleagues, conductors, 
and contractors), performances, and then perhaps most importantly what happened in 
between these teaching and performance settings: the off-site preparation, 
communication, and travel from environment to environment. I also requested artifacts at 





included emails, photographs, concert programs, concert reviews, and contracts. These 
field texts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) enabled me to have a clearer picture of 
participant experience. I also took photographs of critical moments which I incorporated 
into my analysis. 
Analysis occurred in multiple stages of the data collection period. The first 
interview was transcribed and analyzed on multiple occasions in order to establish initial 
emerging themes. Additional questions for the second interview were then established to 
account for areas needing further clarity, and based upon any observations that had 
occurred up until the point of the second interview. The second interview was then 
transcribed and reviewed on multiple occasions in order to continue the clarification of 
emerging themes and to create additional questions for the third interviews and in order 
to follow up on any lingering questions from observations held up until that point.  
After the final interviews were held, the interviews were revisited in order to be 
organized into chronologies of participant experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I 
created a data analysis form in order to establish these individual chronologies, while 
looking for discoveries and epiphanies had by participants. These discoveries and 
epiphanies took many forms, including “firsts” (i.e., a first time realizing that they 
wanted to be a teacher, and salient events such as making a life change or quitting a job). 
These critical incidents (Stitt-Gohdes, Lambrecht, & Redmann, 2000) were then used to, 
“restory” narratives of participant experience, and written out with interjections from the 






When these narratives were complete, I then analyzed the narratives in two ways: 
first, by coding for emerging themes, and second by creating an analytical tool in the 
form of a data organizing matrix of participant experience representing the metaphorical 
three-dimensional narrative inquiry space based on Dewey’s writings on the nature of 
experience. This second analytical step showed interaction, continuity, and situation on 
the left side, while showing inward (feelings, hopes, aesthetic reactions, and moral 
dispositions) and outward (existential and environmental conditions) conditions across 
the top. In this way, I was able to examine and analyze experience within each of the 
dimensions outlined by Clandinin and Connelly (2000). The analysis represented a 
continual process of, “zooming in and zooming out” in order to reach conclusions about 
the data. The restoried narratives were then reorganized in order to highlight particular 
themes of experience, then discussed within the framework of each chapter, creating what 
Clandinin and Connelly call, “research texts.” Each chapter is intentionally idiosyncratic, 
and so readers should not expect that they follow the same formula. Rather, the story of 
our time together is told, and I do my best to acknowledge my questions and reactions 









II – REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
Introduction – Names, Labels, Titles, Roles, Claims 
In the 1930s, Whorf presented his linguistic relativity hypothesis, in which he 
claimed that words used to describe what we see are more than just simple organizational 
tools and “idle placeholders,” but that they actually determine what we see (Carroll, 
1997, cited in Alter, 2010), effectively distorting our perspectives based on the language 
we use. Research has shown that labeling has a cognitive impact–labels shape perception 
not only with regard to objects, but environments and people (Carroll, 1997, cited in 
Alter, 2010; Darley & Gross,1983; Eberhardt, Dasgupta, & Banaszynski,2003). In 
education, perceptions of student’s talent and ability were altered by giving them the 
label of “academic bloomers,” and showed that they were then treated differently in the 
classroom–expectations upon their work increased, as did their performance (Rosenthal 
& Jacobsen, 1992, cited in Alter, 2010).  
In Teacher as Stranger, Greene (1973) remarks on the risks of the increasing use 
of language and metaphor in schools which casts children simplistically as flowers, and 
learning as blooming. In commenting on language used with regard to children who are 
themselves labeled, “average,” she writes, 
   The detached or discouraged teacher is in danger of being lulled to a kind of 
intellectual sleep by such language. He is likely to, “go stupid,” as do some of the 
children John Holt describes in How Children Fail. He is likely, in other words, 
not to “get it” when a student says something tentatively or obliquely; he is likely 
to miss the signs that indicate vague explorations or incoherent beginnings of 
inquiry. The consequence can only be a kind of boredom with what he is doing. 






The sense that labels matter certainly can be applied to the complexities contained within 
the terms “artist,” “teacher,” “teaching artist,” and “music teacher.” In Artist-Teacher, 
Daichendt (2010) explores whether the term, “artist-teacher” is, “just another title or a 
distinctive notion”: 
   “Artist-teacher” rivals the traditional title of “art teacher” or “art instructor” by 
many working in the fields related to the visual arts. The largest museums and the 
smallest community art centers advocate its use to describe employees who are 
both artists and teachers. Graduate programs use it to attract potential students, 
whereas teachers from grade school to university campuses adapt its use for 
identity purposes. The term “artist” (in all of these contexts) becomes a 
commodity to heighten standing and represent knowledge or education 
distinguishing oneself as a true combination of artist and teacher. Since the 19th 
century, many other artists and educators have been designated or referred to 
themselves as artist-teachers. (p. 61) 
 
Daichendt argues that, “artist-teacher” is a philosophy for teaching and not a simple title 
or dual role. In Artist-Teacher, he tells of first encountering the term while studying art in 
a school of education and wondering if it was a trendy idea or if there was a longer 
history of its use. In his investigation, he notes that, “the term appears in many decades as 
art teachers at all levels attempt to define themselves and their field” (p. 63).  Daichendt 
frames the initial debate as a struggle between two fields with different values (art and 
education) and cites critique from some educators who argued that the creative nature of 
the artist was essential to being an art teacher (McCracken, 1959, cited in Daichendt, 
2010) while others argued that it was a superficial term and a distraction to the work of 
teaching, which had nothing to do with the work of the professional artist (Lanier, 1959, 
cited in Daichendt, 2010). According to Daichendt, Lanier was concerned about the 
differences in the lives of professional artists: the artist is a free spirit and unconstrained, 
whereas the teacher lives in a world of accountability. Daichendt argues that Lanier 





what artists do: concerned only with themselves and their work, income that can be 
generated by it, and the public’s engagement with it, living stereotypical artist’s lives. 
Willard McCracken wrote a rebuttal to Lanier which viewed the emergence of “artist-
teacher” as being based on artistic activity and its positive effects on the educational 
experience (Daichendt, 2010). Furthermore, the activities of an artist are essential to 
understanding what students encounter in the classroom. Daichendt agrees with 
McCracken, stating that, 
   If there is one idea that ties artists of all periods together, it’s that artists produce 
objects/concepts and in doing so use a particular way of thinking that aided their 
production process. If the art teacher does not engage in such thinking, how can 
one expect the art teacher to facilitate such thinking in the classroom? (p. 64) 
 
Daichendt recognizes the inherent problems of the term “artist-teacher,” particularly 
because it carries the assumption that art teachers cannot do what they teach, whereas 
artist-teachers can, and this is often not a reflection of reality. Daichendt argues that 
“artist” is added to the term “teacher” to, “emphasize special qualities based upon 
superficial variables” and that most educators react negatively to these separated terms as 
a result of a, “self-esteem problem on behalf of art-teachers everywhere.” He posits, 
   The individual determines success. There is not a mysterious line one crosses to 
rightfully claim the title artist-teacher. It is not reserved for painters exhibited in 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art or regular exhibitors in the gallery district. It is 
rather a descriptor of what you do. Are you an artist? It does not matter how big 
your reputation is or if you sell it. It just matters that you make it, experience it, 
and engage it. (p. 65) 
 
Daichendt acknowledges that while making art, experiencing it, and engaging in it 
matter, those activities don’t specifically define what an artist is. He argues that the 
teacher of art is,  
more than a specialist but also a manipulator and creative agent who adapts, 





and visual issues. Artist-teacher as a concept becomes an adaptation of two fields: 
artistic ingenuity uniquely applied to the puzzle of teaching. (p. 65) 
 
Daichendt’s exploration of the term “artist-teacher” argues that the label is more than a 
titular issue: it is a philosophical one. Drawing upon previous debates about lifestyles, 
roles, and professional practice, Daichendt maintains that the label involves one’s 
philosophy of integrating beliefs about artistic production and process in relation to the 
problems encountered and experiences designed for the classroom. One can claim the 
name if they make the art and engage in artistic thinking. 
Daichendt’s perspectives, particularly with regard to what he perceives as a self-
esteem issue for those who would be intimidated by the use of the term “artist” in the 
belief that it connotes superiority, seem akin to what Belgian psychologist Daniel 
Warnotte referred to as déformation professionnelle, translated literally as, “professional 
distortion” (Merton, 1957). In this sense, one’s work as a teacher might distort their 
perspectives of themselves as “real” artists. The same might be said of those artists who 
teach without full-time teaching positions, believing that the term “teacher” connotes 
superiority as an educator or inferiority as an artist or artist educator. This raises an 
equally important question over who claims the label or name of “teacher.” In the sense 
that labels distort perception, these terms may be inadvertently used as divisive 
instruments of identity. Much in the way Maslow’s (1966) hammer, also known as the 
law of the instrument reminds us that cognitive bias relies on the over-use of a familiar 
tool, these labels of artist and teacher in varying combinations often elude subtlety and 
complexity, causing ongoing debates over who has the right to claim them. 
Some college professors have often complained that they do not want to be 





colleagues claiming the title of professor (Keenan, 2014). Bolyanatz summarized his 
concerns in this way: 
   I teach, of course. And pitchers in the National League hit. But they are pitchers 
and pitching is their primary job. Hitting does not make them position players any 
more than my teaching makes me a teacher. Many pitchers are good hitters and 
enjoy being good at it. I would like to imagine the same for myself when it comes 
to teaching. I am not, as a matter of self-identity, an anthropology teacher. I am, 
rather, a professional anthropologist, and that means that I engage in a number of 
actions, only one of which happens to be classroom teaching…I have no formal 
training in fields like pedagogy and learning. I am ill-equipped to consistently 
provide skilled interventions when students have difficulties with attention, 
comprehension, and reading deficiencies. So, no; I am not a teacher. We should 
get rid of this term altogether in higher education. (p. 2) 
 
Bolyanatz goes on to explain that whether from a linguistic standpoint or a sociological 
one, the term “teacher” connotes several additional roles he does not want to assume: 
classroom disciplinarian, in loco parentis, and adversary, meaning that the teacher as 
exam and grade giver sets up a struggle that students view as “us against them.”  
In this study, a nomadic music teaching artist is an active freelance performer 
who also teaches in multiple schools through the non-profit cultural organization. This is 
distinctive from the role from that of a music teacher who is employed full time by one 
school or school district, and from that of a full-time orchestral musician involved in 
outreach or other involvement in schools, and further still from artists who present in 
schools independently. The term “teaching artist” is not self-assigned by any of the 
participants in this study, and is used primarily by the cultural organizations for whom 
each participant works. 
The term, “teaching artist” is claimed to have been coined by Lincoln Center 
Institute in the 1970s (LCI, 2005). Since then, the term has been adopted nearly 





functions within a wide variety of artistic and educational contexts. Historically, the term 
has also been used interchangeably with the traditional labels of, “visiting artist,” 
“resident artist,” and, “artist educator” (Booth, 2009; Reeder, 2010). Be it in the field of 
music, visual arts, dance, or theater, teaching artists often bring to their work rich and 
diverse backgrounds that inform and influence their teaching. (Graham & Zwirn, 2012; 
Reeder, 2010; Zwirn, 2010) However, reaching a consensus on the definition of what a 
teaching artist is has been challenging for a role that functions within a wide variety of 
artistic and educational settings and that, historically, is used interchangeably with the 
traditional labels of “visiting artist,” “resident artist,” “artist-teacher,” and “artist 
educator” (Booth, 2009; Daichendt, 2010; Reeder, 2010).  
Booth (2009) defines a teaching artist as, “an artist who chooses to include 
artfully educating others, beyond teaching the technique of the art form, as an active part 
of a career.” But the debate persists with regard to including both words in the title: is the 
label exclusively for those without a full-time position or is it applicable to anyone who is 
both practicing artist and educator? While a broad and widely-applicable definition is 
suitable for such a varied practice, more specific information about those who work as 
teaching artists is needed in order to gain a deeper understanding of their professional 
development needs for the myriad situations in which they teach.  
Teaching Artistry – Definitions, Benefits, and Challenges 
Eric Booth, a teaching artist who began his work in the 1970s at Lincoln Center 
Institute (where the term was coined) defines artistic experience as, “the capacity to 
expand the sense of the way the world is or might be” (p. 4) and acknowledges that it is 





   You might say the core activity of both art and learning is making personally 
relevant connections between yourself and new things. I think “arts education” is 
a redundant phrase–we are talking about the same fundamental human act. 
Teaching artistry is the artful, effective, engaging, successful, joyful, 
transformative, proven way to guide humans into and through those experiences. 
(p. 7) 
 
If these acts are so fundamentally similar, it seems reasonable, if not inevitable that the 
relationship between artistic satisfaction and satisfaction from working in educational 
settings is reciprocal. Abeles and Hafeli (2012) examined how orchestra members seek 
professional fulfillment and greater satisfaction with their artistic careers through 
participating in school-based programs, while Graham and Zwirn (2012) examined the 
intersection of art-making and educating by exploring how teachers’ personal artistry and 
artistic activities beyond school contribute to their teaching in school.  
Reeder (2010) examined 10 research studies conducted since 2005–some of 
which are still ongoing–that aim to answer questions about the quality and quantity of 
professional resources for teaching artists. Among other relevant issues, the studies 
questioned why artists teach and what kind of support they need for their dual roles. 
Results from completed studies indicate that teaching artists are characterized by having 
unique and varied concerns with regard to professional development, as well as a 
common awareness of the benefits of working in educational settings. Teaching artists 
share the belief that the benefits of teaching artistry include greater artistic discipline and 
commitment, an increased capacity for personal reflection, the reduction of isolation, and 
anecdotal affirmation that the arts are of tangible value to global and social issues. Those 
benefits were all strong motivators for teaching artists to pursue the work despite 





The Abeles and Hafeli study (2012) noted that orchestral musicians rank below 
prison guards in terms of job satisfaction, and that part of the dissatisfaction is a result of 
conflict between the creative autonomy that artists need and the conductor-directed 
orchestral model in which creative decisions are dictated. Forty-seven musicians from 
two US orchestras, (one in the mid-west and one in the northeast), were interviewed and 
observed in schools during their work with students. The researchers discovered that 
musicians gained satisfaction from the opportunity to express their creativity within their 
presentations, as well as from the relationships forged with schools and children, the 
impact they could have on individual students’ lives, and the opportunity to serve the 
community. Orchestral musicians’ perspectives of their career paths appear to be 
positively influenced by providing opportunities for them to work closely with students, 
especially in under-resourced schools in their communities. 
In interviews and observations with 30 K-12 visual arts teachers who were also 
active as practicing artists, Graham and Zwirn (2012) examined how teachers’ art-making 
influenced the content of their lessons, their interaction with students, the structuring of 
learning environments, and the potential for experiencing a kind of reciprocity between 
art-making and teaching. Teachers’ personal artistic practice has significant influence on 
the complex interactions among self, subject, and students. A teacher’s personal artistry 
is particularly important in establishing a context for artistic exploration, creating an 
environment with unstructured spaces for experiencing and making art, cultivating 
conversations where student interests intersect with the artistic interests of the teacher, 





regarded their identity and work as artists as being a source of renewal, life-long learning, 
professional development, and self-respect.  
In The Music Teaching Artist’s Bible: Becoming a Virtuoso Educator (2009), 
Booth asserts that being a teaching artist makes one a better artist (p. 42). In interviews 
with 15 musicians known for having well-developed teaching artist skills, respondents 
cited more than 30 benefits that were unique and highly specific, which, Booth suggests, 
points to the, “personal, idiosyncratic nature of the relationship between teaching and 
artistry” (p. 42). The main benefits were that teaching expanded the act of performing, 
transformed rehearsal processes, deepened musicians’ relationships to their audiences, 
and balanced the suffocating aspects of a musical career. 
Within those four categories, musicians reported becoming freer in performance, 
and looser and braver at improvisation. Others reported sharpened ability to hear details 
and nuances of sound, as the responses of the learners they worked with informed them 
of what they did not hear themselves. Other more specific benefits reported in the 
interviews include: 
1. Increased awareness of artistic choices. 
2. Improvement in finding the appropriate skill or technique to match intentions. 
3. Increased clarity in one’s own perspective. 
4. Conversion of rehearsal process into one of inquiry rather than imitation or 
replication of past performances. 
5. Expansion of dialogues within an ensemble. 
6. A more playful, discovery-oriented attitude. 





8. The creation of a personal connection to others, audiences and students. 
Participants largely attributed the awareness and development of these benefits to 
their active practice as teaching artists, what Greene (1995) calls, “conscious 
participation” (p. 125). It is the active inquiry component that seems to distinguish 
teaching artistry from other professional experiences an artist might have. Booth writes, 
   The music teaching artist is a guide of the verbs of art more than an expert and 
purveyor of its nouns. The nouns of art (the paintings, scores, recordings, 
information) are tombstones that mark locations where significant acts of 
aliveness once took place; they await fresh verbs (attention, personal connection, 
response, discovery) to bring them back to life. (p. 40) 
 
Teaching Artistry and Aesthetic Education 
Inquiry is perhaps the defining element of aesthetic education as it has been 
practiced and developed primarily at Lincoln Center Institute (Booth, 2009). Research 
studies have shown that students who participate in aesthetic education are able to discuss 
works of art at a higher cognitive level than those who do not participate 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997).  However, the residencies via which aesthetic education is 
practiced in the schools have varying degrees of time and depth devoted to them and are 
practiced within varied structures of curriculum that also include skills-based practice. 
Additionally, there is critique that arts partnerships, who are the primary employers of 
teaching artists, cannot provide consistency or adequate depth of experience (Wolf, 
2000).  
Greene (2001) defines aesthetic education as, 
an intentional undertaking designed to nurture appreciative, reflective, cultural, 
participatory engagements with the arts by enabling learners to notice what there 
is to be noticed, and to lend works of art their lives in such a way that they can 
achieve them as variously meaningful. When this happens, new connections are 






Broudy (1991) states that, “the goal of aesthetic education is the development of 
perceptual skills and critical awareness, [which] enables students to maneuver within the 
languages of several art forms and to prevent stereotyped perception and judgment in 
response to works of art” (as cited in Simpson, 1991, p. 174), while Holzer (2009) argues 
that aesthetic education is the study of artworks in the service of developing perceptive 
and imaginative capacities. Holzer defines the purpose of aesthetic education as practiced 
at Lincoln Center Institute (LCI) as follows: 
   At LCI we think of the arts and education in different terms. We think that 
studying complex works of art through experience with the art form and its 
context is the quintessential way to foster the imagination, a cognitive capacity 
valued not only across the school curriculum, but throughout people’s lives. (p. 
377) 
 
This purpose is further refined by Greene (1995) who, Holzer believes, links the 
developed imagination to empathy for others. Greene (2001) defines the imagination as, 
“the capacity to posit alternative realities” (p. 65). In an essay entitled “Imagination and 
Transformation,” Greene notes that, 
   [Imagination] makes possible the creation of “as-if” perspectives, perspectives 
that can be opened metaphorically and, oftentimes, through the exercise of 
empathy. Without the release of the imagination, human beings may be trapped in 
literalism, in blind factuality. It is imagination that allows us to enter into fictional 
worlds, to bring paintings and sculptures into the domains of a lived experience, 
to transform bodies in motion into time-space meanings. It is imagination that 
discloses possibilities- personal and social as well as aesthetic. By imagining, we 
are enabled to look at things, to think about things as if they were otherwise. (p. 
65) 
 
Csikszentmihalyi (1997) asserts that aesthetic experiences have four dimensions: the 
sensory, the emotional, the cognitive, and the transcendent. That is to say that what enters 
through the senses can provoke a powerful response that can bring about understanding, 





Csikszentmihalyi responded to a conference in which were reported the findings of a 
five-year research study to assess the efficacy and impact of aesthetic education as 
developed and practiced at Lincoln Center Institute and four affiliate organizations. The 
project asked, “what is the impact of LCI’s aesthetic education–on teachers, students, and 
schools–and how can it be improved?” The study was conducted by researchers at 
Harvard’s Project Zero and Teachers College, Columbia University and involved both 
qualitative and quantitative research. Csikszentmihalyi acknowledges that assessment in 
particular can be problematic: 
   Artists have a legitimate concern when they fear submitting their work to 
evaluation based on an epistemology that is fundamentally alien to their own 
reality. After all, educational evaluation has historically been based on the 
assumption that learning is synonymous with thinking; hence that educational 
success must be measured in terms of cognitive change. …by capitulating to the 
“cognitive revolution” they might have given up the essential ingredient that 
makes the arts unique. However, the nature of this ingredient is not clear. (p. 34) 
 
Csikszentmihalyi’s previous research asserts that when students are involved in art and 
music, the quality of their experience improves very significantly above their average 
levels. By contrast, the quality of experience while engaged in “academic” subjects like 
math and science is accompanied by a very significant decrease in the quality of 
experience, with even highly accomplished students tending to feel less happy, strong, 
and motivated than when they are doing other things (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & 
Whalen, 1993). In reflecting on his own experience as a participant in aesthetic education 
workshops, Csikszentmihalyi notes that he, “learned more about the aesthetic 
potentialities of the human body in a two-hour dance workshop than (he) thought 
possible” (p. 33). These highly prepared workshops are events that, 
have a chance of grabbing students’ attention and forcing them to confront a 





thus truly educational, if we use the original meaning of education as that which 
“leads out”. (p. 33) 
 
While the results of the five-year research study support the efficacy of aesthetic 
education, Csikszentmihalyi offers a critique of the underlying assumptions of the 
methods of assessment. The evidence consisted of statistical analysis of, “aesthetic 
learning interviews” conducted with students from schools that had participated in LCI 
programs. The analysis showed that participating students were able to discuss a dramatic 
performance at a higher cognitive level than that of matched control children who had not 
taken part in the program. Noting that coding the interview responses was a way of 
turning the responses into, “measurable parts,” Csikszentmihalyi writes that the 
assessment left out several dimensions of what aesthetic education can make possible: the 
“quickening of experience felt in the presence of great art, the powerful emotional jolt 
received, the desire to continue the exposure for its own sake, and the insight into 
alternative modes of being that can be learned from all of the above” (p. 34). Here it 
might be argued that aesthetic education as praxis developed at Lincoln Center Institute is 
distinctive as it focuses on three of the purpose threads (Booth, 2015) in which teaching 
artists work: enhancing encounters with art works, deepening the development of art-
making skills, and developing personal or social capacities.  In the keynote address to the 
same conference, Maxine Greene expands on the development of personal capacities 
through encounters with works of art: 
   Perhaps the most important thing we learn from a work of art is to “ward off 
chaos without denying it.” In other words, art helps us to construct meanings–not 
in the abstract sense of producing cognitive interpretations, but by producing 
personally relevant goals, responses, habits and values. It helps use to construct 
sensual, emotional, and mental habits that can turn the meaningless and tragic 






Here it might be argued that Greene’s perspective supports what Csikszentmihalyi refers 
to as the, “highest goal of human life: happiness.”  In reviewing previous research by 
Myers (1992), he states that happiness cannot be attained through material means such as 
wealth and a good job: 
   Happiness depends on the quality of subjective experience, which in turn 
depends on a person’s ability to control his or her consciousness. Control of 
consciousness involves taking neutral or negative objective conditions, and 
transforming them into positive subjective experiences. (p. 36) 
 
Csikszentmihalyi (1997) proposes real-life outcomes can be measured in terms of the 
quality of the immediate experience and the long-time effects on the quality of life as a 
whole. He suggests that in order to measure such outcomes, there needs to be an overhaul 
of assessment methods, especially in relation to the dominant emphasis on cognitive 
learning. Second, there need to be more convincing ways of demonstrating its effects. He 
summarizes the main benefits of aesthetic education as follows: 
 They make everyday life more rich, interesting, and enjoyable by sharpening 
the sensory skills. 
 They enrich experience by presenting emotionally salient stimuli in a way that 
allows the audience to understand and respond. 
 They help make sense of the basic randomness of existence by giving shape to 
experience. 
While Csikszentmihalyi seems to suggest that these benefits are for any participants in 
aesthetic education experiences–students, teachers, and teaching artists–Frawley (2013) 
believes that teachers in particular might benefit from Lincoln Center Education’s 





Aesthetic Education and Teacher Education 
Frawley (2013) proposes that in order for early childhood and elementary teachers 
to expose their students to the arts in purposeful, meaningful, and lasting ways such as 
aesthetic education can make possible, they must engage with the arts and the process of 
aesthetic education on a personal level themselves.  Frawley cites Fowler (1996):  
   There is nothing that makes elementary teachers more insecure than having to 
teach something they know little or nothing about… The discomfort of having to 
teach what one does not know leads to timidity, avoidance, and ultimately 
ineptitude. (p. 170) 
 
Frawley suggests that there is a parallel between art-making and the act of teaching 
young children; that there is a soulfulness to both that can inform one another. He asserts 
that this connection can be further enhanced by the intentional undertaking of study of 
works of art: the richer the experience of the teacher, the more opportunity for 
development of the classroom environment in which students will learn. 
In order to train pre-service teachers to engage with works of art on a personal 
level, Frawley (2013) describes the creation of a teacher training course designed for 
early childhood and elementary education majors, based on the Lincoln Center Institute 
model for aesthetic education. He attributes the foundational tenants of the course to four 
core elements of LCI’s practice: art-making, inquiry, reflection, and contextual 
information (LCI, 2005). These four core elements are critical to the experience of 
aesthetic education, as is the subsequent process of thorough brainstorming–the first step 
in the development of an aesthetic education curriculum. This process includes the 
following steps: 
1. Noticing deeply about the work of art itself. 





3. Defining the social, cultural, and historical context of the work of art. 
4. Articulating personal and curricular connections that can be made with the 
work of art. 
5. Distilling the brainstorming down to the key ideas of the work of art. 
6. Using those key ideas, developing a central question that can guide the 
exploration into the work of art. (Also known as the development of a line of 
inquiry) 
7. Developing ideas for activities that will illuminate and enable an exploration 
of the key ideas. 
(Frawley, 2013) 
Frawley reports that, as a result of participation in the course, the consciousness of 
teachers in training was raised to a new level. Students were actively engaged in their 
experiences with works of art, and were able to construct knowledge as well as, “to feel 
comfortable, confident, and connected with the arts in a non-threatening manner” (p. 27). 
In addition to their feelings of comfort and connection (primarily expressed in 
their journal entries as part of the reflective process) Frawley noticed that pre-service 
teachers were able to become familiar with the elements and principles of the art form, 
and that this familiarity contributed to their sense of confidence and competency. He 
concludes: 
   On a more personal level, they unbolted their own fears and doubts about art-
making, shared personal stories, expressed imagination, and occasionally even 
reveled during some in-class activities. They truly overcame any discomfort, 
timidity or avoidance (as Fowler notes) that may have perhaps been lurking in the 






In “The arts and elementary education: shifting the paradigm,” Holzer (2009) states that 
the study of artworks in the service of developing perceptive and imaginative capacities 
is critical to K-12 education, and begins in the elementary grades. Holzer states that there 
is an important distinction to be made between developing artistic skills and the 
development of these perceptive and imaginative capacities, and therefore the capacities 
must be articulated as specific to aesthetic learning. 
Holzer introduces this distinction by conjuring up stereotypical notions of art in 
educational settings–finger painting, playing recorders–and states that, “for those who are 
seen as talented, there are individual lessons” (p. 377). An analysis of the relationship of 
talent to opportunity for individual lessons is beyond the scope of this chapter, but Holzer 
does mentions them perhaps to position skills-based study as being “other” than aesthetic 
study–as she writes of the distinction between “exploring art-making skills and teaching 
of skills in service to creating an art product” (p. 380).  
The nine Capacities for Imaginative Learning (Holzer, 2009) were developed as a 
means of articulating what is specific to learning through aesthetic education and are 
articulated as follows: 
1. Noticing deeply: To identify and articulate layers of detail in a work of art or 
other object of study through continuous interaction with it over time. 
2. Embodying: To experience a work of art or other object of study through your 
senses, as well as emotionally, and to physically represent that experience. 
3. Questioning: To ask questions throughout your explorations of a work of art or 






4. Identifying patterns: To find a relationship among the details you notice in a 
work of art or other object of study, group them, and recognize patterns. 
5. Making connections: To connect what you notice and the patterns you see to 
your prior knowledge and experiences, as well as to others’ knowledge and 
experiences including text and multimedia resources. 
6. Exhibiting empathy: To respect the diverse perspective of others in our 
community; to understand the experiences of others emotionally, as well as in 
thought. 
7. Creating meaning: To create your own interpretations based on the previous 
capacities, see these in the light of others in the community, create a synthesis, 
and express it in your own voice. 
8. Taking action: To act on the synthesis of what you have learned in your 
explorations through a specific project. These include projects in the arts, as 
well as in other realms. For example, you might write and produce your own 
play; you might create a dance; you might plant a community garden or 
organize a clothing drive for homeless neighbors as a combined service-
learning/science project. 
9. Reflecting/assessing: To look back on your learning, assess what you have 
learned, identify what challenges remain, and assess/identify what further 
learning needs to happen. This occurs not only at the end of a learning 
experience, but is a part of what happens throughout that experience. It is also 
not the end of your learning; it is part of beginning to learn something else.  





Holzer (2009) asserts that process connections through the Capacities seem to be relevant 
no matter what the curricular area and suggests that the capacities that can be developed 
from studying works of art through the Institute’s practice of aesthetic education may be 
integral to all learning, not just learning in the arts. Examples from elementary 
classrooms in Lincoln Center Institute Focus Schools (i.e., schools that have longer and 
more in-depth units of study in collaboration with LCI than with Partnership Schools) 
showed that, “when literary, science, math, and social studies activities were invited into 
the conversation, that the very same type of noticing and questioning that the teaching 
artists practiced with their students was a powerful connection” (p. 383). 
Further research on the use of the Capacities (Holzer, 2009) as teaching tools and 
tools for assessment of student learning is currently underway, and address the following 
questions: 
 How will we know if the Capacities for Imaginative Leaning, and the kinds of 
teaching they engender, help cultivate imagination in students over time? 
 What are the implications of this for the place of aesthetic education in 
fostering imaginative learning across grades and across the curriculum? 
 How can imaginative learning through aesthetic education be integrated in 
highly accountable educational environments? 
And more specifically for elementary education, the questions that further research will 
address are: 






 How should the Capacities for Imaginative Leaning be adapted to make them 
developmentally appropriate for elementary-schools students? 
 What form should aesthetic education for imaginative learning in the 
elementary grades have in order to serve as the foundation for work in the 
later grades? 
 What kinds of professional development are necessary to make imaginative 
learning through aesthetic education essential to elementary education? 
Holzer (2009) suggests that imaginative learning through aesthetic education can be, “a 
powerful catalyst for teaching and learning in general” (p. 387). However, Holzer’s 
evidence comes primarily from Lincoln Center Institute Focus School and High School 
for the Arts, Imagination, and Inquiry, indicating a depth of involvement in aesthetic 
education that is a result of not only the school’s commitment to the practice, but also the 
extension of the teaching artist’s time in residence at the schools and the depth of 
professional development experienced by the classroom teachers. A typical experience in 
a unit of study with a teaching artist at a Focus School involves six visits by a teaching 
artist and six teacher-led lessons designed by the classroom teacher and teaching artist in 
collaboration, with each school varying in the number of units of study they undertake 
each school year. Partnership schools experience the same variation and rotation of 
artistic disciplines and length of residencies, and typically involve four teaching artists 
and four classroom visits. While Lincoln Center Institute does employ full-time teaching 
artists (a full-time position which includes paid art-making days in order to preserve the 
artist component), the work of these full-time employees does not necessarily mean that 





multiple times (LCI, 2005). The resulting role is analogous to a full-time, itinerant 
teacher, but with paid art-making days and without benefits.  
While inspiring pedagogies such as aesthetic education may be of benefit to both 
teachers and teaching artists, it is worth reiterating that teaching artists face severe 
discontinuities and inconsistencies in their field with regard to monetary compensation 
(deBarros, 2018). While they may find fulfillment in teaching (Abeles & Hafeli, 2012), it 
is worth examining the literature on how neoliberal narratives with regard to freedom and 
autonomy invade and influence educational spaces and choice-making with regard to 
career development.   
Teaching, Learning, Choosing, and Making in the Age of Neoliberalism 
Deresiewicz (2015) defines neoliberalism as, 
an ideology that reduces all values to money values. The worth of a thing is the 
price of the thing. The worth of a person is the wealth of the person. 
Neoliberalism tells you that you are valuable exclusively in terms of your activity 
in the marketplace–in Wordsworth’s phrase, your getting and your spending. (p. 
2)  
 
Deresiewicz laments the changes he has seen on his campus, in which the mission 
statement of the school, written in the 1920s, contrasts with educational buzzwords with 
no discernable origin, not attributed to the vision of any one person and seemingly 
detached and devoid of context and purpose outside of the production of future 
producers. The mission statement of his school is the following: 
   The paramount obligation of a college is to develop in its students the ability to 
think clearly and independently, and the ability to live confidently, courageously, 
and hopefully.  
 
The statement was recently joined in its place of display by banners displaying the single 





structure and relation to one another, undefined and without mention of thinking or 
learning. Schools are now designed to produce specialists rather than complete human 
beings. He cites the Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker, who stated that he had,  
no idea how to get [his] students to build a self or become a soul. It isn’t taught in 
graduate school, and in the hundreds of faculty appointments and promotions I 
have participated in, we’ve never evaluated a candidate on how well he or she 
could accomplish it. (Pinker, as cited in Deresiewicz, 2015, p. 2) 
 
Deresiewicz agrees with Brooks (2014), that college serves three potential purposes:  
 The commercial (preparing to start a career) 
 The cognitive (learning how to think) 
 The moral (making autonomous choices, determining one’s own beliefs) 
According to Deresiewicz, only the commercial purpose is what survives today as having 
any recognized value in the age of neoliberalism; cognitive purposes are merely, 
“tolerated insofar as it contributes to the commercial”( p. 2).  It is not the humanities 
themselves that are under attack, but learning, curiosity, and ideas for their own sakes. 
The purpose of a moral education is dismissed under the argument that liberal education 
was a luxury of the leisured class in the 19th century; in the 20th century the rest of the 
society goes to college to climb the economic ladder.  
Deresiewicz believes that youth, a period in between childhood and adulthood, 
was, in the modern age, a time to question the world and think about, as educational 
philosophers Dewey (1934) and Greene (1995, 1996, 2001) have written, possibilities 
and imagining things as if they could be otherwise. Youth was a time to critique and 
envision, and dream of thinking about, “the world as it existed, and the world you wanted 
to make” (Deresiewicz, 2015, p. 3). A neoliberalist ideology excludes imagination and 





   Neoliberalism believes that we have reached the end of history, a steady-state 
condition of free-market capitalism that will go on replicating itself forever. The 
historical mission of youth is no longer desirable or even conceivable. The world 
is not going to change, so we don’t need young people to imagine how it might. 
(Deresiewicz, 2015, p. 4) 
 
Deresiewicz sees neoliberalist ideology in the commentary of politicians like former 
president Barack Obama, who in a speech entitled, “Opportunity for All and Skill for 
American’s Workers” (2014) stated that, “folks can make a lot more, potentially, with 
skilled manufacturing or the trades than they might with an art-history degree.” Obama 
immediately walked back this remark, continuing, 
   Now, nothing wrong with an art history degree–I love art history. So I don't 
want to get a bunch of emails from everybody. I'm just saying you can make a 
really good living and have a great career without getting a four-year college 
education as long as you get the skills and the training that you need. 
 
Obama received widespread criticism for this comment, and later apologized for it, but he 
is not alone in having made such remarks. Other politicians have deliberately touted the 
narrative that a liberal arts education will not lead to economic success. Deresiewicz 
(2015) cites politicians like Florida Governor Rick Scott and Wisconsin Governor Scott 
Walker as examples of those taking aim at liberal arts education. We might also 
remember the Republican primary debates of 2016 in which Florida Senator Marco 
Rubio famously noted, “for the life of me, I don’t know why we have stigmatized 
vocational education. … Welders make more money than philosophers. We need more 
welders and less philosophers.” While according to data from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (2014), as of 2014, philosophers actually made an average of about $30,000 
more per year than welders, Rubio’s comment is a vivid illustration of what Deresiewicz 





a career choice is reduced to the money it can earn, not the meaning it can make. 
Colleges have been all too willing to surrender to a customer-service mentality: 
   Administrators are trying to retrofit an institution that was designed to teach 
analytic skills for an age that wants a very different set of abilities. That is why, 
around the country, even as they cut departments, starve traditional fields, freeze 
professorial salaries, and turn their classrooms over to adjuncts, colleges and 
universities are establishing centers and offices and institutes, and hiring 
coordinators and deanlets, and launching initiatives, and creating courses and 
programs, for the inculcation of leadership, the promotion of service, and the 
fostering of creativity. (p. 6) 
 
The more profitable and market-friendly university sums up a distinctive feature of 
capitalism: when a problem is created (or in this case, identified), rather than fix it, create 
a business devoted to making money rather than solving the problem (Pollan, 2013). 
Assessment has emerged as the new business by which to repair the University. 
But Worthen (2018) cautions that teaching is not a cheap or efficient process. Citing 
Dewey’s notions of critical thinking as the ability to, “maintain the state of doubt and to 
carry on systematic and protracted inquiry,” Worthen describes assessment and the 
expensive administrative bloat necessary to manage it as, 
elaborate, expensive, supposedly data-driven analysis [that] seeks to translate the 
subtleties of the classroom into PowerPoint slides packed with statistics–in the 
hope of deflecting the charge that students pay too much for degrees that mean 
too little. … The assessment boom coincided with the decision of state 
legislatures all over the country reduce spending on public universities and other 
social services. That divestment continued, moving more of the cost of higher 
education onto students. It was politically convenient to hold universities 
accountable for all this, rather than to scrutinize neoliberal austerity measures. (p. 
4) 
 
Worthen points out three ironies of learning assessment: 
   Faced with outrage over the high cost of higher education, universities 
responded by encouraging expensive administrative bloat. (p. 4) 
 
   Learning assessment has not spurred discussion of the deep structural problems 





politicians and accreditors ignore these problems as long as bureaucratic 
mechanisms appear to be holding someone– usually a professor– accountable for 
student performance. (p. 5) 
 
   The value of universities to a capitalist society depends on their ability to resist 
capitalism, to cargo space for intellectual endeavors that don’t have obvious 
metrics or market value. (p. 7) 
 
In the age of assessment, short, quantifiable, standardized assignments are emphasized at 
the expense of meandering, creative, and difficult investigation (Worthen, 2018), what 
Allsup (2015) reminds us, is the pre-modern meaning of study: 
   Study shares with art the struggle to become human. In this way the notion of 
“learner” is decoupled from the binary of teacher-student, input-output, provider-
client or prognostication-deficit. Simply put, we are all learners, just as we are all 
human, and thus learning is the painful and sometimes beautiful struggle to be and 
become, not merely to know or to demonstrate. As a public, we may make and 
amend standards, working collectively across difference, but there is no 
standardized way of being human. (p. 259) 
 
In an elegy for the university addressing the problems of preparing artists in a mercantile 
world, Allsup (2015) proposes that neoliberalism is the structuring doctrine of our time. 
According to neoliberal principles, universities and schools are markets like any other, 
and should be treated as such. The learning of artists and teachers is at risk as 
neoliberalist narratives about freedom, choice, and entrepreneurship dominate discussions 
of the future of artistry. Allsup acknowledges the complexities and contradictions of the 
landscape of higher education for artists: jobs at the university level are scarce, and a 
living wage as an artist is elusive. Study, in the pre-modern sense, offers the opportunity 
to negotiate the failings of a capitalist system in which mercantile gains are offered in 
exchange for human growth, what Deresiewicz (2015) referred to (following Keats) as 





A common refrain of those who support the rise of the gig economy is that the 
freelance workforce enables a greater sense of autonomy, flexibility, and meaning, and 
also provides greater job security than having a single job ever could as having a, 
“portfolio of gigs opens up new possibilities for a more robust sense of income security” 
(Mulcahy, 2016). Mulcahy also notes that winners and losers used to be easily identified 
in the American economy. If you had a full-time job you won, and if you had a part-time 
job you lost. Workers with specialized skills, deep expertise, or in-demand experience 
win in the gig economy, and are rewarded for hustle: “Workers entrenched in a passive, 
complacent employee mindset that relies on their employer to provide a sense of stability, 
career progression, and financial security will struggle,” (p. 4) while workers of low-skill 
can also “win” because traditional low-wage, low-skilled jobs offer very little choice, 
particularly with regard to scheduling. By contrast, finding a “gig” can introduce choice 
into the work.  
Mulcahy (2016) cites the rise of internet-based corporations like Uber, 
TaskRabbit, and Postmates as alternative jobs that, while not offering anything more than 
traditional low-wage, low-skill jobs in terms of wages, benefits, and access to 
unemployment, workers set their own hours and bid on tasks when and to the extent that 
they choose. For Mulcahy, the gig economy is a, “move in the right direction” with a new 
set of, “losers.” People that will struggle the most are corporate workers with common 
skills that are commoditized and less in demand (low-level managers, executive 
assistants, and bookkeepers) and, “likely to be automated, eliminated, contracted out, or 
outsourced” (Mulcahy, 2016, p. 4). With 70% of workers reporting not being engaged in 





needed alternative model of work that can supplement or substitute for being a full-time 
employee in a full-time job” (p. 4). 
Schwartz (2016) provides a counter argument to Mulcahy, cautioning that choice, 
especially when it comes to education and jobs, can be a severe liability. While 
acknowledging that we live in an age that enables us more choices than ever before, his 
central thesis is that freedom of choice leads to paralysis and dissatisfaction, as well as 
regret, an escalation of expectations (which leads to disappointment), and self-blame. In 
writing of the university, Schwartz describes the change that has occurred in recent 
decades: 
   Most liberal arts colleges and universities now embody a view that celebrates 
freedom of choice above all else, and the modern university is a kind of 
intellectual shopping mall. Today, the modern institution of higher learning offers 
a wide array of different “goods” and allows, even encourages, students–the 
“customers”–to shop around until they find what they like. (p. 17) 
 
In the workplace, moving around is now incentivized in that individuals who have 
worked for the same employer for five years are regarded with suspicion. Schwartz 
(2016) indicates that, “no longer are they seen as loyal; instead, their desirability or 
ambition is called into question–at least when times are good and jobs are plentiful” (p. 
32). While choice might symbolize a notion of having more within a neoliberal narrative, 
Schwartz reminds us that sometimes more is actually less. Mobility may be a desirable 
employee quality as a means of bringing in freshness and new energy, but may also be a 
sign of a lesser degree of commitment and expertise.  
Nomadic Workers and Educators 
In this study, the nomadic music teaching artist is a mobile worker, but mobility is 





be the result of the scarcity of available full-time jobs for musicians. Conservatories 
graduate over 11,000 music majors annually (van Waeyenberghe, 2013), despite the lack 
of readily available opportunities for secure employment. Music majors have remained a 
small but constant portion of the American collegiate system, with the number of music 
majors doubling over the last 23 years (NASM, 2010 as cited in VanWaeyenberghe, 
2013). Of these graduates, 51% are education majors, 22% are performance majors, with 
the remainder majoring in fields such as administration, music therapy, and business. As 
music majors seek to make their way in the world through freelancing and teaching, the 
figure of the nomadic music teaching artist emerges. 
The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word, “nomad” as, “a member of a 
people that travels from place to place to find fresh pasture, …and has no permanent 
home. Also (in extended use): an itinerant person; a wanderer.” The concept of a nomadic 
worker can be found not only in teaching artistry, but in the positions of part-time and 
itinerant music teachers, freelance music educators, and adjunct university professors. 
Music teachers are far more likely than other types of teachers to hold itinerant or part-
time positions (Gardner, 2010), and the very nature of teaching artistry is that the 
teaching component exists as part of a hybrid career in which the other component is 
being a paid performing or producing artist (Booth, 2009; Graham & Zwirn, 2010; 
Reeder, 2010).   
A nomadic worker is a mobile worker, and mobility can have multiple meanings. 
An itinerant teacher may move from one school to another within one district, while a 
teaching artist may move between hundreds of educational settings within the space of an 





spectrum of institutional or organizational goals, allowing for one individual teaching 
artist to work in settings that can bring them there weekly, monthly, annually, or simply 
as an individual engagement, a one-time occurrence (Booth, 2009). Mobility, as the 
literature demonstrates, is both advantageous and fraught with complications.  
Gardner (2010) sought to construct profiles of K-12 music teachers in the United 
States and develop a model to predict their retention, turnover, and attrition. Opinions and 
perceptions teachers held about their jobs and working places were examined, as well as 
how those opinions and perceptions (combined with teacher, job, and school attributes) 
related to their overall job satisfaction. Ultimately, those elements were examined in 
relation to the retention, turnover, and attrition of those teachers. Through the use of a 
Schools and Staffing Survey, it was discovered that in addition to music teachers being far 
more likely than other types of teachers to hold itinerant positions, they also changed 
teaching positions because of dissatisfaction with workplace conditions and for better 
teaching assignments. Music teachers left the teaching profession for better salaries or 
benefits, and were generally more satisfied in their new field. Music teachers’ perceived 
level of administrative support had the most prominent influence on both music teacher 
satisfaction and retention.  
The results substantiate that teachers who hold itinerant positions experience 
higher rates of turnover and attrition than teachers with full-time positions who are 
situated within a single building. Research in the field of teacher burnout tells us that 
turnover and attrition can also be a result of negative environmental factors (McLain, 
2005). A lack of community support and issues with classroom management can lead to 





unfeeling or callous response towards the recipients of one’s service or care (Leiter & 
Maslach, 1988; McLain, 2005). But there is something about teaching music that seems 
to compensate for environmental variables that cause burnout and attrition, and music 
teachers seem to learn how to handle environmental stressors over time (McLain, 2005). 
Because music teachers are more likely to work itinerant assignments, Gardner suggests 
that school officials, administrators, and music department heads work to alleviate 
problems inherent to those positions, perhaps by increasing teacher responsibilities to full 
time. 
The conundrum that may be inherent to the relationship of responsibility and 
worker satisfaction (and success) may be one of commitment or perceived commitment 
in relation to the individual worker’s nomadic position. Workers who display greater 
commitment may be given more responsibility, which may further increase their 
commitment, leading to a more positive state in the organization and for the individual 
worker. This relationship can be positive for the full-time, non-mobile worker, but does it 
have to be negative for the part-time worker who exists in a hybrid career? Is 
commitment inversely related to mobility? 
Pittinsky and Shih (2004) examined nomadic workers in the context of Positive 
Organizational Scholarship (POS), which they define as, “an emerging perspective in 
organizational scholarship seeking to understand the organizational phenomena that 
nurture and sustain positive states in organization” (p. 791). The concept of a nomadic 
worker, one who is highly mobile, is of significant interest to the field of organizational 
scholarship owing to longstanding theories that there is an inverse relationship of worker 





Commitment is regarded as a beneficial and often necessary attribute of workers 
irrespective of their field. Pittinsky and Shih (2014) examined studies that showed 
workers with greater commitment missed work less often (Hackett, Bycio, & Hausdorf, 
1994; Meyer, Allen, & Smith, 1993; Somers, 1995, as cited in Pittinsky & Shih, 2014), 
worked harder and performed better (Bashaw & Grant, 1994, as cited in Pittinsky & Shih, 
2014), and also exhibited increased extra-role or, “citizenship” behaviors (Munene, 1995; 
Pearce, 1993, as cited in Pittinsky & Shih, 2014).  
Researchers sought to review existing definitions of commitment in the literature 
and also research the following questions: 
1. Do workers who frequently move between organizations tend to be less 
committed to the organization where they are currently working?  
2. Is a worker strongly committed to his or her organization less likely to leave the 
organization in the future?  
3. Are those workers who are the most transient the same workers as, or different 
workers than, those who are least committed to their organization? 
Pittinsky & Shih (2014) conducted a critical review of the commitment literature to 
examine theoretical foundations for the inverse association of commitment and mobility. 
A survey was conducted of 115 knowledge workers recruited from two field site 
organizations, chosen because they were mobile and because their work was critical to 
the success of their organizations.  
It was discovered that the inverse relationship of mobility to commitment is 
overstated. The quantitative data revealed a lack of relationship between commitment to 





possibility that commitment to organization can thrive even amid worker mobility. 
Pittinsky & Shih introduce the prospect of the Knowledge Nomad: a worker who is 
mobile but highly committed to their organization. They are attached and committed to 
the organization while they are there, participating actively in the community and 
working toward its goals. A Knowledge Nomad can be contrasted with the common 
vision of the mobile worker as an itinerant wanderer, one for whom commitment to a 
project or one’s own career replaces commitment to the organization. 
Gould (2005) examines commitment, identity, and the nomadic subject in the 
context of the university band director position, specifically the hypotheses that the low 
percentage of women university band directors is caused by historical precedent, 
traditional socialization, discrimination, segregation, and a lack of role models. In 
Nomadic Turns: Epistemology, Experience, and Women University Band Directors 
Gould proposes an analysis of that situation through a poststrucutral and feminist method 
based on the philosophical figuration of the nomad, as explicated by Braidotti (1994). 
 Gould turns to Braidotti’s use of the nomad as a, “device for thinking in 
alternative ways about the subject and subjectivity” (p. 150). The nomad is placed as, “a 
model for the postmodern subject who makes multiple connections with people and 
places while constantly moving” (p. 151). For Gould, the elements that contribute to low 
employment of women as university band directors are also found as, “weapons used by 
city-dwellers to both keep nomads outside (the profession), and to manage and co-opt 
them should they manage to gain entry” (p. 151). The nomad’s terrain in this analogy is 





As with Pittinsky and Shih’s  (2014) Knowledge Nomad, Gould’s (2005) nomad 
is at risk from mobility, as it may result in loss of identity, place, and safety. However, 
for women, Gould sees potential freedoms of the literal, intellectual, and creative sort. 
Gould’s nomad is also posed as an expert and vital to the profession, and perhaps sharing 
a precarious position with the Knowledge Nomad and itinerant music teacher and 
teaching artist in their roles and perceived values within their various contexts. 
Summary 
This chapter has examined labels associated with the roles of both teacher and 
performer, and the many ways those labels might be sources of both nuanced notions of 
identity as well as misunderstandings. Labels and title, both claimed or tacitly accepted, 
are imbued with expectations that may be one-sided, which may serve as a source of 
tension for the artist who teaches. This chapter also examined one specific example of a 
cultural institution’s pedagogy with a label that has multiple meanings outside of 
institutional use. Aesthetic education has become an aspect of teaching artist practice that 
has passed from Lincoln Center Education onto other programs that involve both teacher 
and teaching artist preparation–in looking at the specific benefits of an aesthetic 
education praxis, this chapter also examined how teaching artists might be tailoring their 
teaching approach to serve the missions of a cultural institution. While pedagogies served 
as a source of inspiration for teaching artists, this chapter also revealed that inspiration 
and fulfillment are juxtaposed with precarious working conditions for teaching artists in 
which compensation as both artists and teachers is subject to extreme fluctuations and 
inconsistencies. This chapter identified the lack of full-time positions in both 





teaching artist figure. Recent changes in the economy along with the emergence of 
neoliberalist ideas that argue for greater autonomy and freedom through more choice 
offer a narrative for nomadic music teaching artists that might lead them away from 
bringing criticality to their circumstances. While the nomad may find herself working, 
and experiencing the many benefits that a varied and dynamic career as performer and 
teacher may provide, the literature as reviewed here shows that there is great potential for 
conflict between the roles of artist and teacher, and that there is gap in the current 








III – METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 
I conducted this research using narrative inquiry with an ethnographic lens on the 
lives of three teaching artists working in nomadic conditions in the Northeastern United 
States through interview and observation over a period of 8 months. The interviews and 
observations were analyzed at various stages, and then restoried into research texts 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) that take the form of single chapters that render the 
narratives of each participant. I define and qualify the nomadic condition as when the 
teaching artist: 
1. Holds non-tenure track positions in multiple organizations (2 or more). 
2. Represents a cultural organization with a specific mission regarding arts 
education.  
3. Travels to multiple educational sites within the space of one month.  
4. Is not provided with permanent classroom or office space by the employing 
organization or partnering school. 
5. Teaches two or more developmental levels: pre-kindergarten, elementary, 
middle, high school, college, and post-graduate. 
Research Questions 
 In developing my research questions, I sought to craft questions that might elicit a 
method of examining areas of nomadic teaching artist experience in order to identify 





analyze a sense of cumulative impact on the individual teaching artist. Therefore, my 
research questions are articulated in the following manner, 
1. What are the experiences, attitudes, and beliefs of teaching artists when 
working in nomadic conditions? How did they become nomadic? What are the 
demands of the part-time positions they hold as performers and teaching 
artists? What do their days look like and what are their perceptions of their 
conditions? 
 
2. How do nomadic conditions impact their individual approaches to pedagogy, 
and their attitudes and beliefs about teaching? What are the educational and 
artistic missions of the various institutions for which they work and how do 
they perceive their role with regard to carrying out those missions? What 
pedagogies are implemented and how do they negotiate working with multiple 
pedagogies? 
 
3. How do nomadic conditions impact the professional and personal lives of 
teaching artists? Does their work as performers influence their teaching or 
vice versa? How? What do they perceive as major concerns in negotiating and 
transitioning in between spaces of performance and pedagogy? How do they 
address their concerns and how do they perceive their concerns are addressed 
by the institutions for and in which they teach and perform? 
 
Research question 1 was designed to stimulate each participant’s memories of their 
journey towards teaching artistry as well as towards the nomadic condition as a means of 
establishing a sense of their biographies as well as profiles of their current working 
conditions. Research question 2 aimed to examine the multiple pedagogies with which 
each participant either consciously or unconsciously engaged by examining each 
participant’s perspectives on their attitudes and beliefs about teaching, particularly when 
in the employ of cultural institutions and organizations. Research question 3 sought to 
examine a sense of cumulative impact on participants by applying the lens of nomadicism 









Previous research into teaching artist working conditions has often relied on 
quantitative surveys with little space for narrative. Narratives provide a level of nuance, a 
sense of story, of being there in the space with the participants: seeing what they see, 
capturing salient moments, turning a spotlight on their concerns. The narratives in this 
study are representative of multiple perspectives: my own, as the principal investigator, 
with personally relevant experiences to bring to the research, and the perspectives of the 
teaching artist participants. Narrative inquiry allowed for specific qualitative appraisals of 
issues such as age, gender, familial commitments, and years of experience in the fields of 
performance and teaching. A qualitative look at experiences of my participants, 
combined with my insights and first-hand experience of the nomadic condition, add up to 
a presentation which opens up new ways of looking at the lives of nomadic music 
teaching artists. In creating new research texts, my hope is to bring into focus distinctive 
moments within broader notions of teaching artist experience as a gesture towards 
establishing questions for researchers to ask, and for teaching artists and those who work 
with them to ask themselves.  
Narrative inquiry begins with experiences as expressed in lived and told stories of 
a few individuals (Creswell, 2007). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) qualify the notion of 
experience with inspiration from the writings of John Dewey: 
   For us, Dewey transforms a commonplace term, experience, in our educators’ 
language into an inquiry term, and gives us a term that permits better 






Dewey’s notions of situation, continuity, and interaction are particularly important to 
Clandinin and Connelly. Experience is viewed as contextual and along a continuum of 
other experiences in which experiences, “grow out of other experiences, and experiences 
lead to further experiences” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 2). The spatial and temporal 
metaphors I have outlined in the introductory chapter of this proposal, those of teaching 
artists as nomads and the invisible terrains, landscapes, and stages they navigate over 
time, required a type of inquiry that enabled experience to be understood within the 
framework of Clandinin and Connelly’s three-dimensional inquiry space. The 
dimensions of this space align directly with Dewey’s notions of experience and include 
the personal/social (interaction), the temporal (continuity), and place (situation). Using 
this set of terms, Clandinin and Connelly write, 
   Any inquiry is defined by this three-dimensional space: studies have temporal 
dimensions and address temporal matters; they focus on the personal and the 
social in a balance appropriate to the inquiry; and they occur in specific places or 
sequences of places. (p. 50) 
 
Here we see that aspects of experience must be examined with a careful eye on balance 
within narrative inquiry, particularly with regard to the evaluation of their importance. 
Dimensions of inquiry space: interaction, continuity, and situation, may represent varying 
levels of influence and importance within participant experience. Inquiry is considered to 
be directional–inward and outward, backward and forward. Inward refers to the internal 
conditions, such as feelings, hopes, aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions. Outward 
refers to existential conditions–the environments in which nomadic music teaching artists 
work.  Backward and forward refer to temporality–past, present, and future. 
Clandinin and Connelly are also highly influenced by the work of Alasdair 





unity, which they cite as a method of constructing continuity in individuals’ lives. They 
acknowledge that they are pursuing “work under the heading of narrative inquiry with a 
rough sense of narrative as both phenomena under study and method of study” (p. 4): 
   We see teaching and teacher knowledge as expressions of embodied individual 
and social stories, and we think narratively as we enter into research relationships 
with teachers, create field texts, and write storied accounts of educational lives. 
(p. 4) 
 
Here, the idea of articulating expressions of embodied individuals makes the case for a 
new way of thinking about the experiences of nomadic music teaching artists. Recent 
research on performers as teachers or educational partners to teachers has focused on 
perceptions of the performer’s teaching efficacy. Additionally, recent publications on 
teaching artistry for teaching artists has tended to focus on the field and how to become a 
teaching artist. However, there is very little research that examines cumulative impact on 
teaching artists, particularly in nomadic conditions, through narrative inquiry 
methodologies. Clandinin and Connelly’s claims that narrative as both the phenomena 
under study and the method of study offer the possibilities of creating spaces to examine 
the aforementioned cumulative impact. Clandinin and Connelly define narrative inquiry 
in the following additional way: 
   Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience. It is a collaboration 
between research and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in 
social interaction with milieus. An inquirer enters this matrix in the midst and 
progresses in this same spirit, conducting the inquiry still in the midst of living 
and telling, reliving and retelling, the stories of the experiences that make up 
people’s lives, both individual and social. (p. 20) 
 
Here Clandinin and Connelly (2000) introduce the notion of narrative inquiry as a 
collaboration occurring over time, suggesting that the meaning of experience is not 





researcher. Rather, discoveries and findings emerge through a fluid interaction with and 
through narratives. Clandinin and Connelly argue that narrative has become a part of 
educational discourses on qualitative research, and that authors in disciplines such as 
anthropology, psychology, and psychiatry are using narrative as a method of inquiry. 
They cite the work of anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1995), who in After the Fact, 
indicates that:  
The anthropologist studies things that one is not too sure have happened, 
establishes connections that might provide links, produces a comprehensive, 
loosely formed account that, far from having theoretical precision, is, “a grand 
contraption.” Narrative understandings are important. What is needed is tableaus, 
anecdotes, parables, tales; mini-narratives with the narrator in them. (cited in 
Clandinin & Connelly, 2000,  p. 6) 
 
In referencing Geertz, Clandinin and Connelly (2000)  argue for the need for complex 
forms that follow and reflect participant experience, as opposed to research that would 
reshape participant experience into pre-determined forms. The researcher is called upon 
to treat the experience of their participants with sensitivity that allows for variation in the 
representation of that experience. Geertz looks to a range of literary devices, while 
Clandinin and Connelly suggest that they might be combined and recombined, examined 
and re-examined, as a means of continuing the pursuit of understanding participant lives. 
They also refer to Bateson (1994), who in a reflection on her life as an anthropologist, 
writes extensively about themes of continuity and improvisation in personal experience: 
   For Bateson, improvisation is a response to uncertainties in life, novelties that 
may even seem meaningless, inexplicable, “chaotic.” For Bateson, change and 
continuity are brought together by human agency. Improvisation and adaptation to 
change allow the past to be connected and to have continuity with the future. 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 7) 
 
While Bateson’s use of improvisation is a response to discontinuity, Clandinin and 





research texts. Through attending carefully to participant experience, the forms with 
which experience might be rendered can take on shapes and features as idiosyncratic and 
unique as the participants themselves. Teaching artists, dramatically underrepresented in 
educational narratives, and living complicated and disjointed lives, might be best 
represented by a methodology as unique and flexible. 
An Ethnographic Lens 
The figure of the nomad might conjure up either tribes or lone wanderers, and 
nomadic music teaching artists share aspects of both. While they share the same label, 
they work most often in isolation from other nomadic music teaching artists. While they 
might encounter other colleagues such as partnering teachers, administrators, and musical 
performance collaborators, effectively being around people the majority of their working 
lives, they are still subject to isolation from those that are in similar conditions, and are 
therefore a group in need of exploration and examination. Creswell (2007) states that 
ethnography is appropriate if, 
   The needs are to describe how a cultural group works and to explore the beliefs, 
language, behaviors, and issues such as power, resistance, and dominance. The 
literature may be deficient in actually knowing how the group works because the 
group is not in the mainstream, people may not be familiar with the group, or its 
ways are so different that readers may not identify with the group. (p. 70) 
 
Readers of the experiences of nomadic music teaching artists may certainly find their 
ways unique and difficult to understand or identify with. Therefore, direct observations of 
their activities in tandem with extensive interviews may help to elucidate their beliefs, 
behaviors, and perspectives. Ethnography involves extensive fieldwork and may be 
pursued in a variety of settings that allow for direct observations of the activities of the 





for informal and formal interviews (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975; Jorgensen, 1989; Lofland, 
1971, cited in Moustakas, 1994). Facio (1993) claims that ethnography can be used as 
personal experience in order to hear the voices of those who have been marginalized. 
These voices can be, “generated, heard, and transferred” (p. 75) to illustrate the lives of 
nomadic teaching artists with the intention being to allow the reader to enter their world 
vicariously (Eisner, 1998).  Eisner has written that this depends on, 
the writer’s ability to experience the qualities of place, to conceptualize their 
relationships, to experience the shifting pervasive qualities that permeate those 
relationships, and not least, to imagine and render them through the text. The 
episode as lived has passed; the text as written lives. Thus the qualitative is used 
in two senses. The first is the ability to experience a particular state of affairs; to 
grasp how it was. The second is its representation … . (p. 21) 
 
Here, it might be argued that Eisner’s living text and Clandinin and Connolly’s research 
texts are one and the same; both concepts depend on conceptualization, imagination, and 
rendering by the researcher. While this study was not explicitly ethnographic in that I did 
not study a large group, the observations were conducted with an ethnographic lens. I 
observed a small number of nomadic music teaching artists as they negotiated multiple 
spaces, and this included following them as they transitioned in between these spaces and 
seeing what happened during the transitions from performer to teacher, and everything in 
between. Like nomads, nomadic music teaching artists are a marginalized group in both 
musical and educational narratives. The concerns they face with regard to their status as 
freelancers in both their performance and pedagogical circumstances, their interactions 
over time in sequences of places, support the need for an additional lens with which to 
conduct this inquiry. An ethnographic lens provided a specific focus towards observation 






 My role as a researcher in this study was fluid, at times functioning as a non-
participant observer, and at other times as participant observer (Creswell, 2007), as I 
transitioned between situations in which I observed without participation, and other 
situations, such as interviews, casual conversations and encounters in the field, which 
were more collaborative (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I observed the lives of nomadic 
teaching artists as they transitioned between their daily activities, their teaching 
commitments, their work in school settings (which included classroom teaching, planning 
meetings, and other interactions with students, faculty, and staff), teaching artist faculty 
meetings with the non-profit organizations that place them in school settings, and then 
their performance commitments: rehearsals, interactions (with colleagues, conductors, 
and contractors), performances, and then perhaps most importantly what happens in 
between these teaching and performance settings: the off-site preparation, 
communication, and travel from environment to environment.  
 As a teaching artist who meets the qualifications for the nomadic condition myself 
and has worked in those conditions for over a decade, I am very familiar with this 
subject. The interviews often took on the characteristics of casual conversations at times, 
an experience which resulted in assuming the role of de facto peer, mentor, and 
interpreter. I am aware of the fact that I may have certain biases about the demands made 
on nomadic teaching artists by their employing institutions and the resources provided to 
them in educational and performance settings. I was extremely cautious of this by 
articulating what I believe my own potential biases might be throughout the analysis and 





of my experiences, I think it is important to note that they have provided me with a 
unique lens with which to view the cumulative impact of environment and work demands 
on those who also work in these conditions. Had I not experienced this lifestyle firsthand, 
I would not know that the stories of these teaching artists are underrepresented in the 
literature on teaching artistry.  
Data Collection 
Data collection consisted of a minimum of three in-depth one-on-one interviews 
(Johnson, 2001) and observation (Creswell, 2007; Eisner, 1998). In-depth interview 
enables the exploration of multiple meanings or perspectives on actions, events, and 
settings while also providing an opportunity for intimacy and depth beyond the informal 
interview (Johnson, 2001). Additionally, I acted as both a participant and a non-
participant observer (Creswell, 2007; Facio, 1993) in order to be immersed in the day-to-
day lives of the participants.  I observed their daily activities, their teaching 
commitments: work in school settings (which included classroom teaching, planning 
meetings, and other interactions with students, faculty, and staff), teaching artist faculty 
meetings with the non-profit organizations that place them in school settings, and 
performance commitments: rehearsals, interactions (with colleagues, conductors, and 
contractors), performances, and then perhaps most importantly what happens in between 
these teaching and performance settings: the off-site preparation, communication, and 
travel from environment to environment. I also requested additional artifacts such as 
contracts, concert programs, emails, and additional communications. These writings were 






A pilot study was conducted in the fall of 2015 as a means of identifying potential 
risks to participants, and evaluating the validity of the data collection plan. Two 
participants were observed for a total of 10 hours each, and interviewed individually 
twice. During the study, it became clear that interviews were of a greater importance in 
terms of capturing teaching artist perspectives on the nomadic condition. While 
observations essentially allowed me to step outside myself and my own experiences as a 
nomadic music teaching artist, the interviews were an opportunity to hear teaching artist 
narratives and voice in a way that was not possible by observation alone.  
Recruitment 
 The participants for this study were three nomadic teaching artists (as defined 
above) active in the Northeastern United States. I used purposeful sampling (Creswell, 
2007) and snowballing (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Hay, 2005; Limb & Dwyer, 2001, cited 
in Noy, 2008) a method which, “lead(s) to dynamic moments where unique social 
knowledge of an interactional quality can be fruitfully generated” (Noy, 2008) in 
selecting and recruiting the participants based on recommendations from cultural 
organizations with specific missions in regard to music and arts education who employ 
teaching artists. I sent those organizations a letter of recruitment with a description of the 
study in addition to the five requirements for nomadic conditions (see Appendix C). 
Upon receiving suggested participant names, I contacted suggested participants via phone 
and email, and sent a letter of recruitment outlining the specifications of the study (see 








I used a semi-structured in-depth one-on-one interview protocol (Creswell, 2007; 
Johnson, 2001) in a three-tiered interview structure (Seidman, 2013) as one means of 
capturing participant experience. Before the observation period began, initial interviews 
were conducted in order to create a profile of nomadic teaching artists and their 
conditions and were based upon research question 1:  
1. What are the experiences, attitudes, and beliefs of teaching artists when 
working in nomadic conditions? 
a. How did they become nomadic? 
b. What are the demands of the part-time positions they hold as performers 
and teaching artists? 
c. What do their days look like? 
d. What are their perceptions of their conditions? 
 
The observations served to create an understanding of the experiences of the individuals 
in their pedagogical and performance environments, with one requirement being that they 
were observed on at least one day that included teaching and performing. The second 
interviews, held during the observation period, were focused more on the teaching artists’ 
beliefs about the impact of their conditions on their pedagogy, and were primarily used to 
address questions that emerged from the observations that had occurred up until that 
point, as well as research question 2:  
2. How do nomadic conditions impact their attitudes and beliefs about their 
teaching? 
a.  What are the educational and artistic missions of the various institutions 
for which they work? 
b. How do they perceive their role with regard to carrying out those 
missions? 
c. What pedagogies are implemented? 






The third interviews, conducted at the end of the observation period were designed in 
order to accurately portray the impact of nomadic teaching conditions on the overall 
professional and personal lives of each participant, and to explicitly address any 
questions that arose during the continuing observations and to explicitly address research 
question 3: 
3. How do nomadic conditions impact the professional and personal lives of 
teaching artists? 
a. What do they perceive as major concerns in negotiating and transitioning 
in between spaces of performance and pedagogy? 
b. How do they address their concerns and how do they perceive their 
concerns are addressed by the institutions for and in which they teach and 
perform? 
c. Does their work as performers influence their teaching or vice versa? 
How? 
d. What perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs do they hold with regard to the 
relationship between their roles? 
 
I did member checks at the conclusion of each stage of interviewing in order to assure 
that the work accurately reflected the experiences and perspectives of participants, but it 
is important to note that much of the analysis and discussion is a result of my 
interpretation. All interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis. All online 
communications were encrypted and protected. The interview questions that were 
constructed prior to the data collection period, and in response to the design of the 
research questions, can be viewed in Appendix B. 
Observations 
I conducted multiple observations over the course of an 8-month period occurring 
during an academic year coinciding with a performance season. On the calendar, a 
performance season runs parallel to an academic year, and for the purposes of this 





with the manner in which employment contracts for performers (both as employees and 
independent contractors) are often distributed.  
Analysis 
In this research, there are two units of analysis. One is the individual, the other is 
the culture shared by nomadic music teaching artists as they negotiate spaces and 
social/personal elements over time. I aimed to tell their stories and describe and interpret 
patterns of their shared culture. In this work, transitioning between performing and 
teaching is a pattern–the qualities and meaning of which were described, analyzed, and 
interpreted. 
Stages of Analysis 
Analysis of the data occurred at several stages throughout this study. I analyzed 
the initial pre-observation interviews (Interview 1, see Appendix E) through the process 
of creating and reading transcriptions, and reviewing the audio recordings multiple times 
in order to create profiles of the participants (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Seidman, 
2013) and to establish an overview of their musical biographies and both past and current 
activities as teachers and performers. First interviews were also analyzed for discoveries 
and epiphanies in participant experience and placed along a chronological timeline (see 
Appendix D).  These discoveries and epiphanies took many forms, such as “firsts”  (i.e., a 
first time hearing the term “teaching artist,” or realizing that they wanted to be one, or a 
first time experiencing a tension or challenge). In addition to “firsts,” discoveries and 
epiphanies took the form of salient experiences such as making a life change, quitting a 





personal significance or meaning. These chronological timelines were then used to begin 
the process of creating chronologies of participant experience. 
In between the first and second interviews, I analyzed the observations through 
reflection on field notes and field “texts,” written reflections of field notes combined with 
additional memories, photographs and artifacts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) to create a 
description of the environments, episodes, interactions, and shared cultural themes of 
nomadic music teaching artists.  
Additional questions for the second interview were then created based on the 
primary analysis of the first interviews along with questions that came from the initial 
observations. The second interview that occurred during the observation period was then 
analyzed for additional themes, discoveries and epiphanies, and placed along the 
participant’s chronological timeline, and developing chronology of participant 
experience. The process for developing additional interview questions was then repeated: 
questions for the third and final interview were based on the analysis of new observations 
and the second interviews. The third and final interview took place only after all field 
observations had been completed. The third interview was analyzed for developing 
themes, discoveries and epiphanies, placed along participant’s chronological timeline, 
and then placed within the chronology of participant experiences.  
The chronologies of participant experience were comprised of discoveries, 
epiphanies, and the descriptions of the environments, social situations, encounters, and 
episodes. The chronologies were then restoried (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) into 
narratives of participant experience, what Clandinin and Connelly call, “research texts.” 





1989b in Creswell, 2007) and revisiting the smaller episodes or “mini-narratives” 
(Goertz, 1984, cited in Clandinnin & Connelly, 2000) contained within the total data I 
collected.  
The three-dimensional narrative inquiry space provided a scaffold for analysis and 
interpretation–along one dimension runs the place, along another dimension runs the 
personal/social, and along the third dimension runs the temporal. In analyzing the 
interviews in terms of place, time, and interaction, the restorying provided new narratives 
about the experiences of the three nomadic music teaching artists, which were then coded 
for emerging themes and distilled into findings.  
The tools of analysis I used included observation field notes (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2007; Facio, 1993), forms I created to organize chronologies 
of participant experience, and a self-created data organizing matrix of participant 
experience to represent the metaphorical three-dimensional narrative inquiry space 
developed by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) based on John Dewey’s writings on the 
nature of experience (Dewey, 1922, 1929, 1934, 1938).  
Narrative Rendering 
The term “narrative rendering” is one I have arrived at myself after having created 
the narratives of participant experience. Rendering has many meanings: to transmit, to 
give, to furnish for consideration, to yield, to reflect, to echo, to cause to be or become, to 
impart, to translate. To some extent, I believe that those verbs describe what I’ve 
encountered and struggled with in the process of creating these narratives. Clandinin and 
Connelly’s work on narrative inquiry as a qualitative approach to research is highly 





book Peripheral Visions (1994). During the process of creating these narratives and 
undertaking repeated layers of analysis, I discovered and found myself fascinated by 
Bateson’s (1990) work on multiple lives, particularly within her book Composing a Life. 
While I do not claim to follow her explicit method of rendering comparative biographies, 
I found her storytelling style, which includes personal reflections, musings, questions, 
and interjections throughout the text to be of great influence on the creation of the 
narratives of my participants.  
Each chapter is intentionally idiosyncratic, and so readers should not expect that 
they follow the same formula. There are no parallel sections or subheadings, with the 
exception of moments of observation and conversation, discussion, and analysis. These 
narrative renderings occasionally overlap and intertwine through my own experiences 
with and in reaction to them, fulfilling descriptions that Clandinin and Connelly predict 
of what a narrative inquirer undergoes in their work. First, that narrative inquiry is 
intensely autobiographical: my arrival at the entry points of this inquiry is a result of my 
lived world and my experiences, and second, that it is collaborative: my interactions with 
my participants took on a direction of inquiry in which we found ourselves asking 
questions together. These questions often took the form of a collective voice: “what do 
we do about this as teaching artists?” I make no apology for moments of subjectivity such 
as this; I only acknowledge that they influenced the work of the narrative rendering. 
Ethical Considerations 
Pseudonyms were created for each participant and organization in which they 
worked to protect anonymity. Participants provided both verbal and written consent 





to inform them of the purpose, procedures, potential risks, and benefits associated with 
their participation in the study (see Appendix A). This research design was approved by 








IV – NORAH: AN EMERGING TEACHING ARTIST 
 
   I feel like I’m an army of one. Like literally with my bag of recorders and 
French horn, running from classroom to classroom, school to school. Sometimes I 
feel like it’s this hidden thing I do and I sometimes wish that my colleagues could 
see that.  
 – Norah, Interview No. 1 
 
To spend even a little time with Norah is to know that she is a fighter at heart. 
One of my first observations of her outside of a classroom was watching her leave a day 
of teaching at a prison at 4 o’clock in the afternoon after having been there all day, come 
home on a train, all the while texting and calling friends to give away tickets to see one of 
her favorite orchestras perform at a prestigious concert hall in order to attend a political 
protest. Just weeks after the end of the Obama administration, a contentious travel ban 
had been placed on passengers from Muslim-majority countries, and Norah was one of 
many who wanted her voice heard that day. While searching for someone to take her 
place at the concert, she simultaneously reached out to recruit other friends and 
colleagues alike to join her in her mission.  
We made it as far as the entrance to a train that would get us to the protest, when 
we were stopped by police. As the crowd grew, clusters of people tried to shout them 
down, demanding access to the public transportation. Norah stood quietly still, watching 
with a grave sternness, not ready to give up quite so easily. We heard others planning to 
head towards the federal courthouse to hold a sister protest, about 40 minutes back in the 





couldn’t determine if this was from the cold or her anger at being turned away - and we 
headed back to the northbound side of the tracks.  
While continuing to check her phone for news updates and to be in touch with her 
other friends who had demonstrated an interest in the protests, Norah spoke to me about 
her general feelings of outrage at the current administration. We spoke of equity within 
and access to the United States, and that this travel ban was against everything she 
believes in: it impacted her sense of right and wrong. 
 We soon met up with one of her fellow teaching artist colleagues, and the 
conversation turned towards a different administration: the one at their mutual place of 
work. As we rode towards the second protest, I spoke with Norah and her colleague, Tim, 
about one of their many jobs as teaching artists for non-profit cultural organizations. Tim 
and Norah are on the faculties of three separate cultural organizations together, and they 
used this travel time to discuss freely their experiences working with a new administrator. 
As they navigated the challenge of finding a place to have their voices heard in a political 
context, so, too, did they demonstrate how teaching artists navigate the challenge of 
finding dialogical spaces.  
This chapter will reveal a series of vignettes of one music teaching artist in the 
early stages of her career, and will tell the story of how she came to work in the nomadic 
condition. We will see days in her life as teacher, performer, navigator, and negotiator, 
and hear her voice in the intimacy of the one-on-one interview. This chapter hopes to 
provide an opportunity to explore her perspective, attitudes, and beliefs about her life and 







At age 29, Norah has been working as a music teaching artist for six years, and 
for the last four years, fits the requirements for what I consider the nomadic condition. 
Born and raised in the American West, Norah began playing the piano at the age of 2 and 
her major instrument, the French horn, at the age of 8. Her first memory of the feeling of 
being good at music happened at a camp when she was 14, but was not necessarily 
convinced that she would make it her career path, and so went on to maintain her interest 
in academics, majoring in music and literature in her undergraduate work. She never 
immediately felt drawn to kids. Although her mother was a teacher, she does not identify 
this as a formative experience on her own path towards teaching artistry. 
Recruited by a friend in her horn studio during her undergraduate degree, Norah’s 
first teaching experience was with a non-profit organization dedicated to helping at-risk 
youth in need of mentoring and academic tutoring. Working there was a salient moment 
in her own development, as it was the first time she ever interacted with black families. 
She felt deep and meaningful bonds with the students that she tutored, but was aware of 
early signs of conflict between her devotion to her students and her devotion to practicing 
her instrument. When the non-profit faced a financial crisis during the recession of 2008, 
the staff was called to discuss how they would handle the cutting of programs. Norah 
remembers sitting in the meeting, hit with waves of guilt. She remembers thinking, “I 
care about these kids, but it is equally important to me, if not more, that I go home and 
nail Til Eulenspiegel right now,” foreshadowing tensions between teaching and 





Norah now works as a teaching artist for four non-profit cultural organizations, 
one of which she founded with colleagues and helps to run. For two of these 
organizations she mainly teaches piano, composition, and songwriting, something she 
describes as, “weird,” given that she is a brass player. For a third, she teaches skills of 
performance, perception, and creativity, while with the fourth she coaches chamber music 
and teaches a variety of skills related to teaching artistry and musical entrepreneurship. 
She is now also firmly entrenched in the freelance scene where she lives. The music 
making that is closest to her heart is her involvement with chamber music, but she also 
earns a living through pick-up gigs, recording sessions, and by playing musicals.  
Early Days – Discovering and Preparing for Teaching Artistry 
Norah went on to graduate school in the Midwest and first heard the term 
“teaching artist” in a class about community engagement and the arts. She performed and 
taught in unconventional spaces like bars, shelters, and churches through the fellowship 
she had earned, and started to feel a sense of being “good” at this kind of work and 
wanting more of it, yet still within the context of pursuing more traditional paths of 
French horn performance such as taking auditions for orchestral positions. When 
pondering her next steps, she discovered a program for recent conservatory graduates 
interested in teaching in local public schools in a major city in the Northeast, the Music in 
the Schools Project. The program described itself as preparation for young musicians for 
careers that combine musical excellence with teaching, community engagement, 
advocacy, and leadership. The fellowship involved a 26-day performance residency in 
which they were expected to bring, “mastery of their instruments and a professional 





instrumental music teacher to build students’ musical skills through, “a tailored and 
creative approach depending on the school’s needs.” Upon first reading the description of 
the kind of applicants encouraged to apply, Norah burst into tears. “This is me!” she 
remembers thinking. “I’m not the only one like this!”  
She was accepted, moved across the country, and found herself in the midst of a 
program where she felt treated like royalty; she was given health insurance, a 
transportation budget, the opportunity to perform at a major performing arts venue 
regularly, and a $25,000 annual salary. There was financial backing to perform special 
pieces and work on special projects, residencies at exciting venues, and valuable 
networking. She felt a strong sense of community, began to make close friends (many of 
whom are still her best friends), and met her longtime boyfriend. To Norah, it was 
paradise. 
In her first assignment with Music in the Schools, Norah was partnered with a 
full-time music classroom teacher in what she describes as something that felt more like a 
“student-teacher” relationship. She believes that she was placed in this situation in order 
to be trained, but does not necessarily consider this as the best way to learn how to teach. 
She was given books to read on teaching and told they were optional. While there were 
ongoing group professional development opportunities that dealt with basics of working 
in public schools, Norah didn’t feel completely ready. She was partnered with a high 
school band teacher at a diverse urban high school of 3,500 students. When she first 
arrived, she was crestfallen at the students’ level of playing ability, and that her partner 
teacher was not a strong player, teaching students wrong fingerings for certain notes on 





beginners in ninth grade. Never played an instrument before. Oh my god, what am I 
going to do?” Like many new teachers, Norah was challenged by the circumstances she 
was first encountering. She perceived deficits in her students and partners rather than 
considering their strengths. 
 Norah found her role was unclear, but states she felt most like a band teacher–a 
role that was familiar to her. Over time, her partner would let her lead some warm-ups 
and within months she was leading the whole class or sometimes teaching alone in a 
separate space. She was limited in the amount she could accomplish visiting the school in 
just 3 days a month, and accepted that she couldn’t “right the ship.” Instead, she focused 
on imparting to her students that they could, “have a lifelong relationship with music that 
had nothing to do with them practicing.” She believes that what she got as a player aside 
from a sense of achievement was both social and self-expressive, and so began to 
consider her limited time at the high school, “creative weird time” for students who were 
used to more regimented experiences. Little by little, as she began to make strides with 
the students and her partners by recalibrating her expectations, her confidence with 
regard to accomplishing meaningful work began to increase. 
She quickly realized that being the guest artist seemed to free her from a certain 
kind of accountability, so she had more room to explore:  
   We don’t have any of the same punitive observations or evaluations tied to our 
status and our students are not tested. I have a huge added benefit, which I thank 
my lucky stars every week where I teach that I am totally not accountable in the 
way that public schools teachers are accountable. I’m not being observed in a 
punitive way that many teachers feel like they are being observed. I’m not being 
paid for the quality of my student’s performance. Like a lot of the things that are a 
total drag on public school teachers, we don’t have any of that as teaching 
artists… I have the benefit as a teaching artist of being like, “we’re gonna spend 







The tension between performing and teaching is evident in Norah’s focus on 
observation–her comments expose the conflict that might result from evaluative 
structures that can intrude upon student learning, similar to high-stakes testing, in 
addition to impacting job security and compensation. Norah reveals a familiar anxiety 
experienced by teachers around arbitrary or controlling observation practices, finding a 
relief in the freedom that her visiting status bestowed upon her. She believes that her 
commitment to improvisation and creative activities had a positive impact on her students 
as well as her partner teacher.  Norah observed that the partner used to stick to the same 
regimented “drill” format for all her lessons, but now incorporates more opportunities for 
creativity through improvisation. Norah believes this is because the partner has now 
worked with additional teaching artists since the time of Norah’s own residency, and that 
the exploration of new freedoms has had a significant impact over time. 
Towards the Nomadic Condition: Multiple Positions and New Experiences 
After her 2-year fellowship with Music in the Schools ended, Norah moved on to 
work as a teaching artist for an orchestra, The Classical Symphony. With an added 
aesthetic component to consider as part of the curriculum, she was now teaching skills of 
perception and composition as well as performance, and was working with much younger 
children at the elementary level. She felt more pressure because there was a set 
curriculum; she was no longer doing whatever she wanted or thought the kids and partner 
teachers needed. The sense of freedom from accountability began to diminish as Norah’s 
responsibilities increased, and as she undertook work for programs with more specific 
missions. In the last 4 years, she has begun teaching artist work for three other 





for the Performing Arts as a teaching artist of music theory and songwriting in prisons, 
and Ensemble Animé, a mixed ensemble of teaching artists that coaches chamber music, 
offers masterclasses, and workshops in teaching artistry and entrepreneurship primarily to 
college students. Table 1 illustrates her current employment responsibilities.  
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Norah identifies planning and preparation as a new and daunting element that 
consumes her time. Her earlier description of, “fun creative weird time” didn’t seem 
particularly focused or goal-oriented to her, but rather more exploratory. She makes an 
important distinction between her first residency and the programs for which she teaches 
now, which require greater degrees of planning and preparation. Music in the Schools 
Project had always just told her that everything she did was, “awesome,” which 
precluded opportunities for greater growth and development through direct feedback. In 
her new role at The Classical Symphony, she describes feeling like a little fish in a larger 
pond by contrast. Everyone in her new faculty surroundings seemed more 
knowledgeable, so to keep up, her ratio of planning hours to teaching hours in her first 
year there was about 8:1.  
In her new role at The Classical Symphony, Norah became conscious of wanting 
to know if what she was doing was successful, sensing a tension between assessing her 
experiences as a performing artist and her new and more intensive responsibilities as a 
teaching artist:  
   It’s getting easier every year, but this is a big shift for me. Now I look ahead: 
I’m responsible for these kids learning and it’s a sense of accountability that I’ve 
never felt before. My first year I planned so hard but I remember almost having a 
nervous breakdown by December. My last day of teaching I came home crying 
because I had been working so hard and I remember feeling like nobody sees how 
hard I’m working. I don’t really get credit for it. I don’t get the professional 
recognition that you get when you really prepare for a gig. I just wished I had 
someone telling me I was doing a good job. I feel like I need that less these days 
because the more I prepare, the better I’m challenging myself as a teacher, the 
more my students are getting out of it, the more they are learning and growing and 
that is a reward in and of itself. But my first year was really emotionally hard for 
me. 
 
Here Norah outlines tensions with regard to how feedback determines her choices as a 





serves as confirmation, refutation, and reassurance? In a performance context, affirmation 
would appear to come in the form of compliments. What role does self-reflection and 
self-knowing play in performance? What does she glean from the others in the room, her 
colleagues, when she performs? How does she respond to them? Might she be equally 
responsive to her students and partners as a teacher? Was Norah able to self-reflect 
during this transitional period in her life as a teacher? It would appear that increasing her 
preparation efforts is evidence that she has reflected–but to a performer, does more 
preparation necessarily improve the quality of that preparation?    
Now several years into teaching, Norah believes she has become a better teaching 
artist and is conscious of the rewards of student learning and progress, and connects these 
to the experiences she knows as a performer that help her to assess her work. Something 
she enjoys about rehearsing and performing chamber music is that she feels heard, her 
ideas validated, and at the end of the night people look at her and clap for her. Right now, 
she believes it is the same in her classrooms: 
   Kids’ eyes are on you. You have to rise to the occasion… and there is an aspect 
of performing in teaching, absolutely there is. I think that those two things are 
very similar and I can stack those two side by side and know that totally, honestly, 
part of the reason why I feel motivated to be a good teacher is because I do like 
standing in front of a classroom and doing my best. 
 
For Norah, one of the challenges of teaching is reconciling the expectations she has with 
regard to who constitutes her audience. Her words reveal that at least in part, she 
considers her students and partners to be an additional audience. But has she addressed 
this preliminary notion through the lens of what her perceived audiences expect of her? 
Has she asked herself if her students and partners can be considered in the same way that 





and partnering teachers are an additional audience elicits a fundamental concern about 
what teaching artists need to recognize and acknowledge when preparing to synthesize 
their performing and teaching. In order to learn more with regard to performance 
experiences and perceptions, it is necessary to examine Norah’s performance life in 
greater detail. 
Performance Life, Performative Expectations 
As she has become part of her local freelance scene, Norah says that her playing 
engagements (gigs) have all been really going well, but she is conscious of categorizing 
them in her mind as having a spectrum of qualities that make her work more or less 
fulfilling. Aside from the financial incentives, she feels as though gigs where she is just 
playing without additional involvement of close friends, other skills, and personal input 
are less satisfying. Whereas writing, rehearsing, and engaging in many different 
processes of making music through her teaching artist work is a lot more fun, and so she 
tends to pursue that work with greater energy.  
She particularly identifies her work in orchestras as an example of not being 
happy just playing. Norah says she especially dislikes subbing on musicals, a prime 
source of freelance performance work, because she does not feel like she is bringing her 
self to it: 
   The kind of work that I love to do: being a teaching artist, [and] playing 
chamber music with my friends and colleagues; I have to bring my all. Then you 
go and sub and it’s like, “sound like the person who played it before you. Don’t 
miss notes, don’t mess up.” There are days when I wish I could just play my 
instrument and not have to give so much of myself, but then when I have actually 
played three or four shows, I was like, “screw this.” I felt so beaten down by it, 
because I didn’t feel like my personality was involved at all. I really don’t enjoy 
that work that much, honestly, which is why I have officially decided I don’t want 





when I can’t really put a lot of personality into my artist self, which is something I 
like about sharing music. 
 
Here Norah reveals her expectations about engagement as a performer. She wants to be 
involved, to care, to feel invested; just showing up and collecting a check is not the spirit 
she brings to her work. Norah describes three tiers, or levels, of competency as a 
performer: 
1. Filling a seat. What comes with this is the feeling that anyone could do this 
role. We need a second horn player, so you’re it.  
2. Prepared, above average, an “impressive” player. I take this to mean that 
the group is glad to have you. 
3. Unique, special, with a singular soulful expression. I take this to mean a 
kind of actualization of artistry - but not only defined by the artistry of the 
player, but the interaction between the environment or the context and the 
player. The player is glad to be there and the group is glad to have her there - 
and feels that she is not merely replaceable, but that she is in the right place at 
the right time, in flow, doing more than just taking up space, or playing the 
right notes, and so on. 
Norah always aims to try and be in category 2 or 3, and it seems to me that she feels the 
same way about teaching; at the minimum she is, “prepared, above average, and 
impressive.” However, she says that in teaching it’s hard to know where those levels are. 
She describes, “validators” - external indicators of success in playing - getting 
compliments, being asked back, receiving applause, but does not sense there are external 
validators present in the classroom. She notes that in a classroom alone, the partnering 





room with her giving her feedback. She has mentioned student response and engagement 
as a means of assessment of her, “performance as a teacher,” but does not seem to fully 
connect this idea with validation, which leads me to wonder what kinds of teacher 
preparation experiences might lead her to see what is right in front of her when she is in a 
class: her students. As of the time of writing this, I am unclear if Norah has an order of 
priorities with whom she is “most” concerned. It would appear that being seen by others 
is certainly an important issue, as she describes feeling like an “army of one”: 
   Literally with my bag of recorders and my horn, running from classroom to 
classroom, school to school. Sometimes I feel like it’s this hidden thing I do and 
sometimes I wish that my colleagues could see that. 
 
Wanting to be seen by others is not necessarily merely a result of Norah’s experiences on 
a stage, in an orchestra, or even among colleagues. While the notion of perceived 
audiences may appear as a side effect of performing, which causes Norah to crave more 
interactions with others, is it perhaps also possible that audience is the only vocabulary 
that she feels prepared or comfortable to use when thinking about her interactions with 
others–both students and partnering teachers, and even administrators? From observing 
Norah’s political and performance commitments, and from hearing her thoughts about 
her first teaching experiences, it would appear that she is highly empathic and cares 
deeply about who she is working with, so how might her preparation as a teaching artist 
be geared to harness those instincts in order to find responsive ways of teaching that 
release her from the burden of feeling like she is performing? In order to learn more 
about how Norah’s perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs manifest in the classroom, it is 





Seeing Norah: An Artist in a Space of Learning 
Today is a teaching and performing day for Norah, so on a cold and rainy 
Tuesday I meet her at a school for a day of her Classical Symphony residency. The halls 
are a septic, institutional blue; taped to the desk are all sorts of flyers for upcoming shows 
and other community events. Norah texts that she’d forgotten her umbrella at home, so 
had to head back before getting on the train. I ask the room number, thinking I’ll have a 
few moments to get the lay of the land and she replies, “I don’t actually know, but if you 
head up the stairs it’s the last room on your right as you head down the hall.” It makes 
sense to me–I, too, see the layout of my own schools in my mind, but don’t know the 
numbers of my classrooms either.  
The room is incredibly tidy and organized, like a hospital, with no evidence of 
children’s messiness anywhere; any dust, paper, pencil shavings, glitter have all been 
banished. The vast emptiness of the floor meets the surrounding walls with more chart 
paper than I’ve ever seen in my lifetime. Not an inch of wall space is visible, covered 
instead by lists: 
 How class discussion should look, sound, and feel 
 Expectations 
 Accountable talk 
 How to measure using a protractor 
 What’s a sentence? 
 Good manners 






 Essential questions 
 Lesson objectives 
It’s difficult not to immediately begin thinking about issues of control. Norah has told me 
that this first period is a class of special needs students, is that why everything is written 
down? Is it as overwhelming and overstimulating to the students as it is to me? Norah 
comes into the room and takes her rain gear off, dressed head to toe in musician’s semi-
formal performance black. She has a 6 PM concert tonight, and she does not have time to 
go home and change. I think about myself in this situation: I never feel right wearing 
dressy clothes to teach.  
Norah asks her partner teacher, Ms. B, who is the students classroom teacher, how 
she’s doing. She replies with a curt, “fine,” while still engrossed in getting the room and 
the kids ready. The kids don’t make a sound as they come in, and suddenly the spotlight 
seems to be on Norah, as Ms. B retreats to her desk in the back of the room. Norah has 
already organized her own handouts, a portable speaker, slide presentation she brought on 
a thumb drive, and is now holding a small bird-like stuffed animal she’s retrieved from 
her purse. 
“What’s the duck for?” a student asks. 
“It’s for a game called Pass a Peep,” Norah explains.  
Norah pauses before beginning the first round and addresses Ms. B, “Ms. B would 
you like to play? It’d help us a lot.”  
Ms. B replies with a hesitant, “I don’t know…” from the back. I take this to mean, 
“no,” as she does not join the circle and Norah is left to get the kids back to attending to 





them to recorders on the same game, which renews their interest. Ms. B and the 
paraprofessional, who have up until this point been talking in a low hushed volume, begin 
to get louder, and a second paraprofessional runs into the room making an incredible 
amount of noise. Norah does not let any of this rattle her–she does not even look up. It’s 
as if she expects these kinds of interruptions.  
This triggers a memory for me of one of my first seasons of teaching in the public 
schools. When I was about 26, I was with an organization that would send teaching artists 
out to work with kids for one visit prior to their attending a concert. When I entered the 
school, I remember getting a sense that it might be chaotic as the halls were rampant with 
discombobulation. Kids seemed to be out of class when they shouldn’t have been; there 
were administrators and monitors in the halls trying to calm things down, as if a fight had 
just happened. I proceeded with my classes, until an administrator told me that due to a 
scheduling conflict, they had to combine the next two into one. Being young and new, I 
had only a vague notion that the cap for the number of kids in a class was 32.  
I ended up standing on a chair in a gymnasium trying to shout my workshop over 
ninety screaming kids. They combined three classes, because wasn’t it just more 
convenient to get it over with? I don’t remember how I made it through those 40 minutes, 
but I do remember leaving and never wanting to do it again. I called my administrator 
immediately just to check I’d still get paid for each individual class, and she told me that 
I could have refused the tripling of classes. Somehow, we hadn’t covered this possibility 
when I got the job. I think this memory crops up at this moment because it was a time 
when I didn’t know how to protect myself as a teaching artist. I’m seeing that by contrast, 





Norah puts her presentation slides up on the board–she is teaching the kids a 
recorder song, “This Land is your Land.” She leans in to individual students to 
demonstrate fingerings. Perhaps as a way of diversifying their experience a bit, she 
invites one student to conduct and the students take turns, alternating their ways of being 
involved with the song. As she circulates to attend to kids, those she is not with start 
talking. One immediately bursts into an entirely different song, “Old Macdonald,” but 
then stops when Norah looks over at him. She does not lose her temper or seem impatient 
with him at all, but the look is serious.  
She introduces a new task: to write new harmonies to “This Land is Your Land.” 
 She plays a round of the song asks the kids to improvise, but they don’t play, so she 
switches to written notation so that they have a planned harmony first. They try this for a 
while, and then she asks them about making the rhythm more interesting. The kids are 
silent, so she tries some call and response to generate ideas. It occurs to me there’s no 
poster on the walls that tells the students how to spontaneously create rhythms. I notice 
that Norah has been standing and giving direct instruction the entire time, with only very 
little time in the lesson for the kids to work on their own. I think about how exhausting 
this is. Was there no way the kids could be turned loose for a bit? I then look around at 
the posters and am reminded “probably not.”  
As the time runs out, Norah gives last instructions to clean up the table and put 
recorders away. Out of nowhere, Ms. B’s voice booms over her. She tells the students 
exactly how to clean up, where to sit, and how quiet to be. Now I see where the posters 
all came from. Norah announces the plan for next week and asks Ms. B, “does this seem 





called “partner teacher” here raises a host of questions with regard to what I’ve just seen. 
What I’ve seen of this environment so far seems so highly controlled I can’t help but 
wonder where the space or room for openings might be for these kids. It is not possible to 
make a generalization here, but I wonder what this musical experience means to them. 
Does it contrast with their other experiences as one that is more free? More creative? Or 
has Norah altered her teaching to match the environment Ms. B has created? 
As we travel to the next class, I ask Norah if she ever sits down, and she seems to 
snap into a kind of realization and says, “no, I guess not!”  
We enter the next classroom, and the teacher leans out from behind her desk and 
yells, “We switched! Go to Mr. Warren’s room!” “Okay,” Norah says quietly. My 
impression at this point is that she’s almost robotic in her reactions. Nothing seems to get 
to her. She leads me down the hall towards a closed door. Norah knocks gently and a 
teacher pops her head out and says, “we’re just finishing a test… five minutes,” and 
retreats. Norah says, “Great, this means I can pee! Can you wait here for a minute?” Why 
is it only the teacher needing time that is buying her the precious time she needs to use 
the restroom?  
The next class is 5 times the size of the first one. There are 31 students in the 
room, a fifth-grade class, and the first thing that needs to happen is for the desks to be 
arranged in a large circle. This take quite some time, but when they are established, the 
same lesson plan from earlier begins. The lesson begins, and the students are quiet and 
more focused than before. The teachers are no more involved than Ms. B. 
After spending the day with Norah, I sense that she considers herself some kind of 





executed her work amidst much distraction–teachers talking over her work like it does 
not deserve their respect, people interrupting, changing her schedule without discussing it 
with her–and within an environment that feels anything but creative and free. She seems 
to accept that this is part of the deal when it comes to working in this school. Her actions 
also seem to convey to me that she thinks the more organized and prepared she is, that 
she’ll be successful with her “audience.” It is therefore worth examining Norah’s 
attitudes and beliefs further about how her experiences of performing and teaching 
intersect and overlap, and how she negotiates the relationships between the two. 
In the Creases and the Space Between: Negotiating Nomadicism 
As Norah speaks of the most difficult challenges in having a dual career, her tone 
changes from one of empowered and purposeful warrior to someone frustrated and 
fatigued. She feels guilt over not being a “real teacher” and believes it has impacted her 
ability to get close to her partner teachers. She wishes that she could learn her student’s 
names more than she cares to learn the names of her colleagues in the freelance scene, 
and only knows the names of teachers with whom she works directly.  She hates that the 
names she knows are usually those of the kids who speak out more, wishing for a more 
authentic personal connection with all of her students: 
   When I do know kids’ names, I do feel like I have so much more power in terms 
of classroom management and personal connection. Kids love you when you’re a 
teaching artist. And part of it’s because it is a treat when you’re there. You’re 
only there so many days a year. But they love seeing you when you get off the 
subway, they love seeing you in the lunchroom. They are like, “Oh, Hi Miss 
Norah!” and it means so much more if I could say “Hi ______, it’s good to see 
you too!” 
 
Here Norah reveals both benefits and challenges for itinerants. In one way, being a guest 





her nomadic condition prevents her from knowing her students and partnering teachers 
intimately, she does not believe the time required would be worth it. It would take hours 
to memorize all the names, and she does not know if she’s allowed to have or take 
pictures of the students she works with in the public schools. With the amount of sheer 
effort she is already putting in, memorizing names is one thing she does not believe she 
can do. 
The nomadic music teaching artist figure, as represented by Norah, must 
undertake a cost benefit analysis in relation to the bigger picture of piecing together her 
career. Norah identifies time as the hardest thing about her dual career path is the 
schedule - the when of it all: 
   The hardest thing is actually how I pace my energy throughout the day. No 
freelance musician is a morning person. To be a teacher, you have to totally be a 
morning person. Not only in energy, but be quick, ready to go in the morning. 
And your day is done by about 1:45. And then the days when I have to go to a 
three to six rehearsal, and an 8 o’clock concert, I’m just done in. I don’t feel like I 
have anything left to give. I try to go to bed early, but that’s just not possible 
when you have a concert that night before. This may just be unique to brass 
players, but teaching is not good for my chops. I have a really hard time playing 
on a day when I teach. 
 
In her first years as a teaching artist, she says she sounded terrible on days that she had to 
teach, unable to get her lips to buzz, an essential component of her sound. Now she 
practices more self-care and goes home after teaching, takes a nap, and hydrates more 
conscientiously the night before.  
The nomadic music teaching artist learns to compartmentalize performance and 
teaching when needed. Norah has developed an “on and off switch” that she hits to adapt 
to her roles as freelance performer and teaching artist. On days when she only plays she 





she does when she teaches–she believes a part of her that slips away seems not to be her 
teacher self, but her teacher persona–the character she has created as a survival strategy. 
Norah says, “I almost never would say at a gig, ‘Man, I wish I were teaching right now.’”  
Norah has just four people in her life she feels she can debrief with about her 
work as both teaching artist and performer. She wishes that she spent more time with 
people who, “really, really are identifying with the issues” that she is identifying with. 
She does not feel as though the conversations about teaching and conversations about 
playing really mix at this point in her life. She notes that, “sometimes I don’t like to talk 
about my teaching work in front of other performers because I don’t want them to think 
that I’m just a teacher.” She does not talk to her fellow freelancers about teaching 
because she does not think they get it. When her colleagues tell her that they, “do 
outreach,” they seem to think it’s the same as what she does as a teaching artist. She also 
talks about teaching artistry with other teaching artists but says she does not do it on gigs.  
While Norah feels it is important to share about her endeavors, she does not 
necessarily feel that way when it comes to sharing her struggles. She is often uncertain 
who the right person is to go to about how things go in a lesson, though she thinks that 
feedback from teachers means more than from her friends and people who may not get 
what she is trying to do. While teaching in South Africa with Ensemble Animé she had a 
day that did not go well, and other teachers discouraged her from being too hard on 
herself and told her that she was doing great. This meant more to her than if she had 
heard this from someone who didn’t understand her circumstances.  
   I wish I could sometimes tell my classroom teachers, I’ve just been really 
amazed that I made it home before 11 o’clock last night and I woke up at 6:30 and 
now I’m at your school at 8:15. I mean, not to be, it would be total whining and 





would win every time, but I do sometimes want to say when I have a lesson that 
goes off the rails a little bit, like, “Yeah this is one of four things I’m doing today 
that are all kind of equally important.” And it’s hard for me to really, it’s like 
when I walk in the door of the classroom, I’m a teacher. But I’m a teacher from 
8:30 until 12:45 then I leave and as soon as I walk out that door I’m like, “I’m a 
freelance musician again.” 
 
Norah loves to play and loves to teach, but teaching seems to be a much greater challenge 
to her, that somehow the stakes seem higher because of her responsibility to others, the 
perceptions that others have of her, that she has of herself. She knows she is a great 
player, and does not seem to display the same need for reassurance about her playing as 
she does for her teaching. But is it reassurance seeking? Or is what she wants merely 
feedback? It’s difficult to tell.  
In her first year at The Classical Symphony, she felt as though she wasn’t getting 
the feedback that she needed. Other teaching artists didn’t see her work, but Norah 
believes that if they had she would have gotten the feedback she wanted. She has a friend 
who is a full-time music teacher and so goes to her once a month to talk about teaching. 
Norah admits that this sounds as though she is only concerned with getting “gold stars” 
but insists that it’s not about that. She thinks that having a mentor was critical in her 
development as a classical musician; having someone who plays her instrument to 
emulate, both musically and artistically. She believes part of her struggle now is that she 
does not feel like she has ever had that as a teaching artist: 
   That’s not to say that there aren’t people out there like that, but I’ve never had a 
special relationship with somebody like that. So I do sort of feel like a lot of this 
stuff has been reading books, looking at websites, having conversations. And 
sometimes just looking around and going, “Well, I’m not doing it wrong, so 
maybe I’m doing it right.” 
 
Here Norah reveals that the model for mentorship in performance consists of a close 





often feels like times that she has played in a masterclass. She describes this as putting 
herself in a vulnerable position, but that she has the advantage of being able to take the 
advice or leave it because she recognizes that the person does not know her well, does not 
see the bigger picture of her life. However, there are other times where playing in a 
masterclass has served as a life-changing experience, thinking about it for years to come, 
perhaps even going to go study with the person full-time. So far, none of her mentors, 
instructors, or professional leaders in the teaching artist world have felt like this to her.  
It would appear that Norah is longing for a deeper experience to address the 
questions she has about teaching. She seems aware that she could have so much more 
than she does now in terms of community and guidance, and she senses that this may be 
true across teaching artist training in general: 
   I’ve talked to friends who are in education about the student-teacher thing, 
which is supposed to be similar to the master-apprentice model, but it’s never 
long enough. These students teach for a semester or possibly a year. I studied with 
teachers for four or five years and another two years in graduate school. I want to 
become what I am on the horn which is that I feel like with my horn I can express 
myself because I have the techniques to do it, so I can get out of my own way. As 
a teacher, I just don’t feel like I have that, or rather, I’m learning more slowly 
than I would like. I do think some of that is just technique and practice. 
 
   How do you modify your voice so that kids will immediately quiet down? 
There’s something to these little modules of skill. You don’t really learn that in 
teacher’s schools necessarily either; you learn a little bit and then you learn on the 
job. So maybe that’s actually just a thing about classical music: you’re supposed 
to be a master before you ever begin - you win the audition before you start the 
work. I don’t feel like I’m a poor teacher, but I do feel like the first year I got in 
front of students in a classroom I wasn’t qualified to do this at all. 
 
This self-criticism seemed to be in contrast with the confidence Norah had expressed in 
some of our earlier conversations, so I asked what was different now. She told me that 
while her general confidence was high, she realized as she embarked on her teaching 





born with, and maybe there are times when it’s not all in your control.” She mentions that 
she has struggled with resilience as a teaching artist, and with taking things too hard. 
Many of the teachers she admires and respects are somehow able to distance themselves 
in order to be resilient enough to keep teaching. Norah believes there are times when it is 
simply not possible to help students with struggles that are beyond the scope of what 
might be influenced in a school environment. In fact, as a musician she feels as though 
her relationship to resilience is the opposite.  
   As a chamber musician, you’re taught that your performance is you. That does 
not mean that if you have a bad concert you’re a terrible person, but it means if 
you don’t really give it your all, you have nobody to blame but yourself. 
 
Norah thinks part of being a more mature musician is learning to become resilient, and 
that it’s something teachers need perhaps a little bit more than passion and commitment.  
   Teaching is like, “I’ve done my best, try again tomorrow,” and music can 
benefit more from that too. There’s a kind of honesty with kids that you don’t 
ever have with colleagues and classical music audiences. 
 
Norah invokes a commonly referred to maxim in teaching artist circles from The Music 
Teaching Artist’s Bible (Booth, 2009), “the law of 80 percent,” which states that 80% of 
what you teach is who you are. Norah believes the other 20% is experience, skill, know-
how, confidence, and all the other “stuff” you have to learn. She says: 
   The 20 percent in performing is something you hope you get in music school. 
You take lessons, learn from the master, practice your etudes. There’s a culture 
of, “if you don’t have your 20 percent, keep working until you do.” And I just sort 
of feel with teaching there hasn’t been quite as clear of a definition of what 20 
percent might look like. What does a true virtuoso teacher look like? 
 
What does it mean to apply the word “virtuoso” to teaching? And where do students live 
in the paradigm of a virtuoso educator? It speaks to the desire and pursuit of virtuosity 





most explicitly argues that teaching is not at all a talent or personality trait, but that the 
skills can be cultivated. I bring this up not to argue with his points, but to further 
interrogate the analogy.  
Dweck (2006) asserts in Mindset that there are two types of learners: those with a 
fixed mindset, and those with a growth mindset. The fixed generally believes that 
intelligence and talent are predetermined qualities, while the growth mindset pursues 
development and mastery through effort. Gladwell’s (2008) theory of 10,000 hours in the 
book Outliers is often invoked to inspire aspiring music students to put in the requisite 
hours of practice needed to succeed. Dweck and Gladwell both argue for time and effort 
as essential in the pursuit of mastery, and yet the word virtuoso is often assigned to 
prodigies, with often unexplainable talent. 
Virtuoso is plainly defined as a, “person highly skilled in music or another artistic 
pursuit,” but with it come the complicated synonyms, “genius, expert, master, maestro, 
artist, prodigy, master, talented, gifted, impressive, outstanding, exceptional, 
magnificent,” coming from the Latin “virtuosus,” and with roots in early 17th-century 
Italian meaning, “learned, skillful.” I can remember the first time I heard someone say to 
me that the reason I had achieved success was because of my talent. I remember reacting 
with complete rejection. In my head, a rolodex of incidents began to spin of all the 
thousands of times I had told myself I wasn’t talented. The progress I have made as a 
musician has been the result of time and effort; simply getting to work and applying 
myself. I had to apply myself especially growing up surrounded by real and very 





graduate education student to begin to dismantle the myth of the virtuoso that had nearly 
permanently installed itself into my mind.  
This is what concerns me about applying the myth of the virtuoso to teaching 
practice for teaching artists: what do we think we know about virtuosity to begin with? 
What role does that idea play in our lives as performing musicians? Does the art form 
musicians practice have a relationship to perception of virtuosity? How does this 
paradigm interact with our thinking about teaching and our practice of it? Do our 
perceptions of virtuosity determine what we think we can accomplish both on our 
instruments and as teachers? As artists and teachers? If so, what are the challenges this 
presents to young or beginning music teaching artists and artists of other disciplines? 
This is very much a concern for the nomadic conditions of a music teaching artist. When 
they face isolation and feeling as though they work in “silos,” as Norah put it, how do 
they wrestle with these issues? How do they negotiate the desire to get better if being 
good is a matter of being gifted?  
Orange is the New Concert Black 
At 7:49 on a Saturday morning, I meet Norah at “Pick-up Corner,” a spot for 
carpools venturing out of town. She’s dressed in street clothes and toting a large red bag 
filled with music theory books, and holding two coffees. I’m amazed to learn that one of 
them is for me. She woke up at 7, which wasn’t too bad of a night’s sleep for having gone 
to bed around 11 the night before. She apologizes for changing the time to a little earlier 
this morning, and tells me that the correctional facility has just changed their policies 
about checking in and going through security. Teaching artists must now arrive 30 





the items of her purse into clear bags as though traveling through a TSA check point, and 
put her lunch into Ziploc bags. She has a sandwich, writing utensils, folder of lesson 
related items, and the books still in the large red tote. Norah shrugs, “I’ll just carry them 
in my arms if I have to.” The changes in policy have her in an upheaval at the moment. 
One of her students who plays the cello has been threatened with being beat up by 
inmates who don’t like to listen to him practice, so he desperately needs a practice mute 
in order to take the decibel level down, but Norah has not been able to get one approved 
to bring in yet.  
Norah teaches at the correctional facility through two different organizations, The 
Jones Center for The Performing Arts and Musical Visions. The difference in the 
programs missions boil down to applied lessons vs. compositional creativity. Musical 
Visions seeks social change through playing music, whereas The Jones Center for the 
Performing Arts seeks to enable telling stories and expressing one’s self through 
songwriting.  
Norah tells me that there have been many changes to her routine at the 
correctional facility, mainly as the organizations work within the boundaries of what is 
possible at the prison. She usually teaches one workshop from 1-3:30, but today is really 
early because she is doing a double session from 9-12 and then 1-3:30, so she’ll be up 
there all day. There are 25-30 participants in her sessions, and she tells me that today is 
unusual because this year The Jones Center has decided to hold auditions, interviews, and 
theory tests with all the participants as means of assessment. 
Norah believes there are, “a lot of logistical challenges” to this work, but says that 





guys” are all at different levels, which is why they are starting theory evaluations this 
year. She says there are always, “holes” in the participants’ knowledge, which can be a 
challenge of working with adults. Some are advanced rhythmically but may not 
understand harmony, while others experience the reverse.  
Norah has had issues with getting approval for the right kinds of instruments. 
Keyboards that have sound effects like helicopter sounds, gun shots, or human screams 
are not allowed, and most keyboards have those sounds already programmed in. She had 
to find digital pianos instead of synthesizers to be used and that meant that the keyboards 
only had three sounds, which limited their expressive range while also doubling the 
expense to $600 per keyboard. She says the inmates prefer the synthesizers because of 
their looping functions and broader range of sounds, but now they can’t use them because 
of the prohibited effects. Norah says this is particularly disappointing because she 
believes that her students would never abuse their keyboard privileges. However, part of 
prison life is that privileges are taken away, and trust of the inmates is not high enough to 
warrant exceptions. 
Norah has worked at prisons in the South and Midwest before, and this 
correctional facility has rules that she hasn’t experienced at other prisons. No personal 
electronics of any kind are allowed, not even earbuds, a phone, or any other recording 
device, so this means a challenge for documenting the inmates’ pieces.  Getting miniature 
tuners approved last year felt like a big accomplishment. She has gotten approval for 
headphones for the inmates to use while practicing and composing on their keyboards, 
especially necessary when there are multiple keyboards in one room and a drummer in 





Musical Visions is modeled after El Sistema models that exist in Venezuelan 
prisons. The founder went to Venezuela in order to visit the penitentiaries before setting 
up the program. The mission is to create humanizing experiences in prisons through 
regular music education, so that every incarcerated person in the United States discovers 
their potential, with prisons becoming centers for humane rehabilitation. Drawing on the 
work of Abreu and El Sistema, they hope to emulate the promotion of music ensembles 
as a model of a functional society. El Sistema, Spanish for “the system” teaches the 
values of working independently and cooperatively through intensive music study and 
performances. 
Norah also tells me that The Jones Center for the Performing Arts program is very 
much about creative output. As she talks about the students, I can tell she is very 
passionate about the effectiveness of the work. As in our previous discussions, she still 
wishes she knew more about her students. She says that they offer up personal details 
organically as they work, but she never feels comfortable asking them too much, 
especially not about what they may have done that led to their imprisonment. Norah 
wishes she knew more about her students in order to help her teach them better, but fears 
being too invasive.  
Norah believes she’s a better teacher when she does not know what they are in jail 
for, as there is no opportunity to judge them; she does not sense that what they did is 
relevant to her work. She says that in order to be in the programs the participants need to 
have been in the prison for quite a while, have an exemplary record, and be enrolled in 
classes or have attained degrees in house. She says there needs to be a pattern of good 





lost a student on the day of the concert. He was taken out of the program and never 
allowed back, presumably for something he had done that caused a disciplinary issue, but 
Norah is not sure. She wishes sometimes that she could know what they did for their jobs 
in prison, or what they studied. I don’t ask her why she hasn’t just asked them, but I 
figure that perhaps in a 2-hour session with 30 people, one-on-one time may be hard to 
come by.  
Norah explains that this is her third consistent year in the program and that she’s 
learning more and more each time about what the structure of the prison is like, the 
terminology and argot of prison life. “You know, the call outs versus the counts, Cell 
Block D is where most of our guys are and last year was really rough for Cell Block D. 
There are a lot of trouble makers, that kind of stuff,” she says. She is learning to navigate 
the prison system as it relates to her work. I ask her how Musical Visions and The Jones 
Center for the Performing Arts prepare her to work with a population in prison. How do 
they get her ready? She bursts out laughing, but then apologizes. It comes out that if there 
is a requirement for hours of practice or any other requirements for going in to work with 
the prisoners, she is not aware of anything specific other than the experience she has as a 
teaching artist that earned her a position on the faculty. There are background checks, but 
nothing that examines readiness or specialized knowledge as a teacher to work with 
prisoners.  
With the success of her earlier experiences in prison programs, she saw how the 
work changed the culture of a prison and it helped her to get over any fear and trepidation 
about working with prisoners. In her first experience, she was skeptical about everything: 





that she would be looked at as some skinny middle-class white girl. She was concerned 
that her history didn’t suit her for the work, but as she has stuck with the projects, she 
says, “weirdly, now I think that I am.” 
Norah’s performative wheelhouse is playing the French horn and the piano, not 
songwriting, but she has become a songwriter since taking on these projects. Over time, 
she has learned to trust herself. She believes her positivity has been one of her main 
strengths, and has learned to tell herself to always, “show up, be kind, and you’ll figure it 
out.” Norah believes that what she is best at in the classroom is respecting people, being 
supportive, and bringing cheerful energy. She’s been told they don’t get a lot of that in 
prison, and for a moment, I think of the six children of Ms. B’s class–and the joyless 
environment I witnessed. The prisoners have a lot of religious and spiritual volunteers 
come in, and she’s heard from them that the music program creates a different energy. As 
Norah describes these scenarios, her confidence and vocal energy seem to rise. She says, 
“I feel confident as a teacher. Give me a subject to teach and I feel confident that I will 
help them learn it.”  
Over time, Norah has begun to use the skills that she has learned in her 
elementary school residencies in order to create more hands-on experiences for the 
students in her prison theory class. Even though the prisoners are not the same age as her 
third, fourth, and fifth graders, she finds their musical skills to mostly be at the same 
level. She has found herself pulling from the many creative activities she has developed 
in order to find multiple ways to get at teaching basic musical skills about intervals, 





training in prisons have an impact on your work in elementary schools or any other 
environments?” 
“I don’t feel like I had prison training,” she says. 
I ask, “Sorry, not training, but experience? Does that come in to other teaching?” 
“Only in that I don’t ask guys about their history, because I want to assume the 
best of them. I try to bring that into school.” 
We arrive at the prison, and it’s time to say goodbye for now. Norah takes her 
materials, all tucked neatly into the requisite plastic bags, except for the theory books 
which she positions in her arms, and walks through the opening in the towering barbed-
wire fence. 
Reflections on Prison Work 
It does not make sense for me to wait outside the prison, so we agree to speak 
again after her day of teaching there. In the hours between, I mull over everything that 
she has told me, thinking about the different perspectives that might be brought to 
working in elementary schools and prisons, and the thought that I was left with–“show 
up, be kind, and you’ll figure out everything else.” I can’t really know where that 
statement lives in the work that Norah does in the prisons, and if that attitude transfers 
over to her elementary school work. That sentiment seems to contradict what I have 
heard when she speaks about her performing career, especially when she was discussing 
the idea of the three levels, or tiers, of freelancing, and how she always wants to be in the 
top two where she is thought of as thoroughly prepared, unique, essential, special, and not 





laissez-faire optimism how she really feels? Or is it a narrative she reaches for in times 
when she needs reassurance?  
When we next speak, Norah reaffirms that she does not feel there have been any 
adverse consequences to not training for a prison environment. She puts on her “game 
face” for the work, espouses a purposeful attitude, and refuses to feel intimidated. In my 
opinion, while she hasn’t had formal training, she has had preparation and has described 
transformations in her own attitudes and beliefs about teaching prison populations. This 
is evident from the expectations she described having before going in–that it wasn’t 
going to work, that race would be an issue, that her life experience would not help her 
and her work matter to her students.  
It seems that she has also had to prove herself not just to herself but to her 
colleagues as well. She is the only woman in the program. She has had particular 
challenges as a woman in the brass world, the performance world, and in the teaching 
artist world. She also told me that many of her colleagues were skeptical of the type of 
approach she wanted to take with the inmates, which was influenced by her work for 
elementary schools. She was told by her male colleagues, “these guys aren’t going to 
want to do any of that,” but were all impressed by how well it did work to the point that 
they are now incorporating more fun and playful elements in their own teaching–a case of 
one teaching artist influencing the others. Norah tells me that not knowing what to expect 
actually helped her not have any prejudgments about what the men in the prison were 
capable of. As she selected activities and designed experiences to help the inmates with 
musical concepts, she drew upon what she knew from her other programs: musical 





attributes to her work with at-risk youth during her college and graduate school days, as 
well as her prior work in prisons. 
Norah recently finished two major undertakings that don’t necessarily seem to be 
the natural follow up to prison teaching artist work: she’s applied for a university position 
to teach the French horn, and she’s also spent the last month preparing to audition for a 
major full-time orchestral position. She is pursuing a project that is an outgrowth of her 
work with prisoners, and is now filling out grant applications for a project with a local 
police department that would make her the full-time administrator of a project that would 
bring urban youth and officers together to collaborate on songwriting. She says a voice in 
her head says “you should do this,” but also often asks, “what am I doing? What would 
happen if I get it? Is this what I want?”  
As she has applied for these positions, polishing the look of curriculum vitae, and 
writing to others about her career thus far has been challenging: 
   I know I am a really passionate and dedicated teacher, and I know I am a 
passionate and dedicated performer, but expressing that (for) traditional jobs in 
the music industry is challenging. Some of it has to do with having to explain or 
justify that I care equally about both things. I don’t know what to put on the top of 
my CV. Do I put French horn teaching artist? Do I put French horn teacher? On 
my website it says performer and teaching artist, but finding a way to distill that 
in those instances where I have to communicate it in a cover letter, or writing a 
grant is challenging. 
 
I think back to what we have been calling her, “Til Eulenspiegel moment,” the first time 
she experienced a tension brought on by being pulled between her teaching and 
performing obligations, her teaching and performing self. Norah says that tension still 
exists, but now she is able to give over to fate, “the universe deciding for her,” as she puts 





that she can enjoy exploring, but believes eventually the “real world” is going to make 
her choose: 
   It’s working for now because it’s kind of okay that I don’t have, for example, 
health insurance, but if I get a stable job, then I’m going to have to choose. But 
even saying that out loud, part of me is like, “Why?” Is not that the best part? 
Can’t I be a model for that to be a more permanent way of life? 
 
I am 41 at the time of writing this, and perhaps it’s the nurturer in me, but I think Norah 
can see on my face that I’ve had a reaction to her saying that she does not have health 
insurance. She corrects herself and tells me that she actually is covered through the public 
marketplace health plans (she meant it was okay in theory if she didn’t have health 
insurance). She also has an IRA (individual retirement account), and, “all the trappings of 
self-employment.”  None of the organizations she works for offer any types of benefits or 
incentives, no retirement plans, no health care, no paid vacations. Sick days are 
accumulated through a complicated process in which 40 hours of work earns one hour of 
sick pay, but she has never taken one. She says it’s depressing to her, and disappointing. 
She thinks it would be huge if she could get healthcare through any one of her jobs and 
that it would change how she balances her priorities. In terms of hours and dollars, she 
still gets paid more to perform. 
   It’s easier to go out and play a gig where I don’t have to stress. I can play and 
get $600.00–more than I make for two days of teaching plus two full days of 
planning. I’m concerned with making readily accessible money. That would really 
change if I had benefits through any of those jobs because I think that would then 
make that my biggest priority in terms of my schedule. Right now, I will take a 
gig and reschedule a teaching day. I will miss a faculty meeting to go to a sound 
check. My performance career comes first in those day-to-day decisions.  
 
Here Norah acknowledges that when faced with a choice between teaching and 
performing, she chooses to perform. She does not say that it is easier; she states that it is 





competence as a performer, a feeling that seems to evade her as a teacher. When Norah 
was at Music in the Schools Project, on salary and with health insurance, she would never 
take gigs that would interfere with rehearsals or professional development. She says she 
thought of it as, “her job” as opposed to having, “a gig.”  
This triggers a memory for me, another one of being Norah’s age, and the first 
year that two of the institutions for which I teach had scheduled their fall retreats on the 
same day. I felt resigned but not reconciled to attending one day of each, and worrying 
about being perceived as uncommitted to both. I tell Norah about this memory, to which 
she replies: 
   The downside is that you have to make those judgment calls every single time, 
and nobody can tell you what to do. And that is, surprisingly, more than money, 
the thing that stresses me most as a freelancer. I thought it was going to be where 
my next paycheck was coming from, but what is more stressful is when I get 
another gig, or a teaching day gets canceled because of a snow day, and that only 
leaves me with three more available Tuesdays. Those kinds of calls of “who 
should I renege on?” Who should I prioritize? It gets really stressful, not knowing 
if you made the right choice. 
 
But what about when we aren’t aware of that dynamic and the elements of decision 
making are beyond those you thought you would ever have to consider? For me, 
choosing has felt like gambling with my professional future. Work that might lead to 
other opportunities, or keep me seen and in good standing, means more than the face 
value of the work offer at hand. What are those values systems? Norah has codified some 
for herself, but the values she has identified as part of her freelancing life bump up 
against those she has created for her teaching life all the time. So how do we negotiate 





I Wish – Regret and Learning How to Choose 
In Norah’s first year at The Classical Symphony, she was invited to do a 
recording session for an orchestra comprised of elite young musicians. The session would 
have meant playing on an album that would eventually be nominated for a Grammy, 
though she couldn’t know that then. The sessions fell during days of faculty retreats, so 
she turned them down in order to attend her teaching commitment. She describes being 
scared of, “burning a bridge,” though now she regrets the decision she made. The loyalty 
she initially felt for the organization is now directed to her students. She attributes this 
feeling to a lack of administrative support, and says that she believes the administrators 
are looking out for the program, not their teaching artists.  
While Norah has not been observed in order to evaluate her teaching, her 
administration has arranged numerous visits by donors of her work at one of the schools 
considered a shining example of the program. She is never asked if it’s alright with her, is 
notified just days in advance, and it frequently interrupts her plans for a classroom, which 
is difficult when she is only there once in a while. Having never gotten feedback on her 
teaching from anyone, these observations by donors make her feel, “like a performing 
monkey.” While performing is an aspect of teaching that she understands, the veneer she 
is expected to establish when teaching in front of donors reminds her more of the 
pressure to be a pretty, charming, well-dressed woman in her performance life: 
   When you’re performing and you put on makeup and a fancy dress to go play a 
concert, it’s expected that you are being looked at. Part of who you are is to be 
charming on stage. That’s something I gear myself up for. I don’t feel that way 
teaching, but when I get observed I feel as though the organizations are just 
saying, “Look at this nice girl and this nice situation.” This is what your money 






Here Norah resurrects earlier tensions over observations she previously believed were the 
concerns of her classroom teachers only, but it turns out that even the teaching artist faces 
these practices. We talk about this top-down type of observation in which we are not 
consulted, as we’ve both experienced it. It seems as though administrative decision-
making, especially in the context of fitting it in during such tightly scheduled work, 
makes Norah feel as though her voice and opinions aren’t valued in the way she has 
expressed needing them to be as a performer:  
   At my schools they appreciate me; they would miss me if I were replaced, but 
there is so much turnover in the [teaching artist] faculty and I don’t feel like I 
would be missed in the organization. Maybe that’s how a lot of large 
organizations work. Part of the emotional labor of teaching is also feeling like 
you’re making a difference, that your contribution’s meaningful. It would be nice 
if that went from the classroom up to the administration.  
 
Norah’s prior enthusiasms seem to momentarily sound like her descriptions of playing in 
an orchestra. She expresses a sense of being devalued at several of her hiring 
organizations. One year will bring transformative, meaningful experiences with students 
and the next year she will not have any assignments. She’s noticed that some places that 
hire her that aren’t explicitly geared towards classical music have been hiring classical 
ensembles less and less, in favor of jazz, hip-hop, and pop groups. She has been edged 
out of one particular organization because of this, but does not think there is much she 
can do–administration is making these decisions without the input of teaching artists. I 
ask Norah if there are things she wishes she could tell her administrators that they don’t 
ask about: 
   I’m blood, sweat, and tears for this program, well, for my schools. The stick-
with-it, good student part of me is excited, but part of me wants to get a little 
more real, and a little more rogue. I wish the administration could see what the 
faculty do outside of [teaching], how interesting all of us are. Also, what are some 





proven in the classroom that come from a good, healthy, balanced place? We’re 
so well-trained as musicians to be self-critical. I think in the teaching artist world, 
there’s a really high chance of burnout if you try and translate those skills into 
education. It’s like being a public school teacher five days a week, but they get 
benefits and retirement. 
 
Here Norah appears to believe that none of these organizations seem to want to hear 
about what happens if their teaching artists aren’t assigned enough work, or if their 
voices are not included in critical moments that define teaching artist perceptions of those 
for whom they work. As we finish our final interview, Norah tells me that she believes 
she will always be a teaching artist in some way, or at least use the skills she has learned 
for the rest of her life, but that sustainability is a concern for her. I ask her how long she 
sees herself working as a teaching artist in these nomadic conditions, and she believes 
this is not easy for her to answer: 
   I cannot imagine pivoting to a strictly performance-based career, and I know 
that I will be working in this field [of teaching artistry] in some capacity for my 
working life. But how long do I see myself as a hustling teaching artist? Honestly, 
until I want to have a family. It takes so much energy, both mentally and 
physically, that I’m not sure I could work for arts institutions traveling from 
school to school if I am raising kids. It would make it sustainable for me if I had 
health insurance. That would be a game-changer for me professionally, and it 
would make my teaching artist work take priority over other artistic options. 
 
For the first time, I hear in Norah’s narrative an awareness that the conflicts and tensions 
she has experienced may eventually outweigh her passions and commitments with regard 
to education, unless she can find and name ways to deepen her understanding of her own 
nomadic conditions, and the concerns of the who in her work. 
Analysis 
In analyzing the inward and outward conditions of Norah’s narrative, the “places” 





urban Midwestern setting for college and graduate school, to an intensely urban setting in 
the Northeast for her life in as a freelance performer and teaching artist: a nomad. The 
places are also the stages of her work–the performance stage as a professional performer, 
and the classroom. Her social interactions exist in her small community of friends who 
“get it”–but she encounters wider communities–the ones she is touched by and the ones 
she touches. There is her freelancing community, those with whom she describes playing 
gigs, but not remembering who they are unless they become Facebook friends later on–
this is primarily in orchestras and pick-up projects. And then there is her chamber music 
community, which is closer, more intimate, in which she feels known. There is the 
community she identifies most closely with: those few musicians she knows and 
performs with who truly understand teaching artist work, who do it more than just 
occasionally, and that close community is comprised of just four people. To me, that 
seems very small.  
Temporally, she has a long timeline of achievement to draw upon, starting from 
her experiences as a young music student, to her transformation into a professional player 
and teaching artist, but then she also exists on the timeline of this study as the youngest 
teaching artist subject. In subsequent chapters, her experience as the youngest teaching 
artist will be considered in juxtaposition with those further on in their nomadic existence. 
Inwardly, she feels as though she is passionate, committed, good at her work–yet 
she knows there is more she could learn. She wishes to find more people that identify 
with what she is identifying with. This all exists within her as she negotiates her 
environment, stages, pits, meetings, prisons, classrooms, bars, clubs, a school in South 





works, she finds herself feeling and needing to express these feelings of isolation. She 
feels like an army of one, even though she knows she is part of a larger community. She 
has burst into tears upon recognizing that there are others out there like her. She has burst 
into laughter at the notion that someone might train her or prepare to work in the ways 
that she does.  
Discussion 
It is important to acknowledge first the many ways in which Norah’s experiences 
have resonated deeply with my own: many for their similarities, and many for their 
contrasts. In this section, I will discuss our conversations, texts, emails, and my 
observations of her through the framework of her world as stage, while also being 
transparent about my own experiences as a nomadic teaching artist that drew me to attend 
to specific key elements of her story. 
We’ll Never Be Royals 
Norah’s first job made her feel like royalty. Is $25,000 a year and health insurance 
all it takes to do that? What do young emerging musicians expect to have in their first 
jobs? For myself, I chose music because I felt many of the same things Norah describes: 
a sense that I couldn’t let music go, but that I should be cautious and get an academic 
degree because I had heard all the jokes about starving artists. Even my mother was both 
thrilled about my love of music, something she’d worked so hard to cultivate throughout 
my childhood, but also concerned about my supporting myself. This was in 1992-2000, 
when the economy was doing relatively well, before the recent rise of the freelance 





wanted to study, and figured that I was safe and well-supported enough to do so. I knew 
that most full-time orchestral jobs had benefits, so I started auditioning for them. By the 
time that Norah was exiting graduate school and going into the real world, those 
expectations had already changed; over the course of one generation that the expectations 
of salaries and benefits would have gone down. The cost of living in the city of Music in 
the Schools Project is nearly 70 percent higher than the national average, with monthly 
rents for one-bedroom apartments outside of the city center averaging just over $1,800 
per month. It speaks to the mindset of musicians coming out of school and expecting very 
little.  
Over the last 20 years that I have spent freelancing in New York City, I have read 
countless articles from the American Federation of Musicians and seen cartoons, memes, 
and all manner of artifacts that show the ways the public perceives the value of the arts 
and specifically the value of a musician’s work and time. One need only browse 
Craigslist ads seeking musicians to play for events to see the prevalence of exposure as 
compensation. Many students just coming out of school take free or low-paying gigs in 
order to get started in the music business and make ends meet. When I was a graduate 
student, a successful professional violinist from a major metropolitan orchestra gave a 
class on getting started in freelancing while preparing to take auditions for orchestral 
jobs. She advised that low-paying work was how you got started, networked, met people, 
and could make opportunities for better paying work later. Who would argue that the 
Music in the Schools Project was a place to start for Norah as a beginning teacher and 






What expectations and types of accountability do teaching artists face? What is 
the teaching equivalent of their performance pressure? Without formative and summative 
evaluations or performances at the end of residencies, are the benefits of assessment 
exchanged for freedom from performance pressure? This cannot be claimed for all 
teaching artists and their hiring organizations, but for Norah, self-imposed pressure and 
expectations that are created when the freedom is almost boundless seem like both 
blessing and curse, especially given her desire to know how she is doing, if she is doing 
things right, if she is good.  
Freelancing and Alternative Career Paths 
When I attended a conservatory, the expectation was that we were training for 
orchestral jobs if we were not headed for life as soloists, and that if we didn’t win a job 
we would quit and find entirely different fields. Nobody ever talked to me about a life 
made up of a variety of work except for the Dean of the school, who said, “you may 
never play the Paganini Concerto, but there’s a lot you can do.” He never said what any 
of this might be, but I sensed that he was acknowledging the unreasonable expectation 
that conservatories mainly produce soloists and orchestral musicians, despite the fact that 
as discussed in chapters one and two, there were far too few openings for all the 
graduates that conservatories were turning out. Now, conservatories are embracing 
entrepreneurial skills as a way to offer alternative career choices, but only a few have 
inroads into teaching. The notion of pursuing higher education for the sole purpose of 
“getting a better job” rings out as unsustainable compared to composing a meaningful, 





might rethink the field? Create jobs? Find the relevance of their art for others and share 
that?  
 My first day at Teachers College, when I returned for my Doctorate a professor 
said, “look, the only reason you guys are here is to get a better job” and I thought, “I’m 
not here for that at all, I’m here because my field needs research and because I need to 
study.” I was looking for meaning, satisfaction, and to push my thinking about teaching 
artistry further, to explore what questions needed to be asked. I needed a community in 
which to explore the field of teaching artistry, having worked in it solidly for over a 
decade, but feeling at sea with regard to the conflicts and discontinuities I was 
experiencing. I sought not to find better jobs, but to ask questions about the one I had. 
Whom Can I Talk To? 
As a younger freelancer, I rarely talked about my teaching to other performers. 
There were times where I could share my teaching life in a playing situation, but I felt I 
needed to be careful. I would listen conscientiously to the stories of my colleagues to see 
if they might be interested. But to what end? When the lines between teaching and 
playing were so distinctly drawn, why talk about teaching at all? Even with colleagues 
who held teaching positions in colleges or community music schools, it never came up - 
at least not in the 20 years that I’ve been freelancing.  
Except once. For 20 years, I have sat through many, many concerts supposedly 
designed for young people. As a player and not a member of the orchestra’s educational 
team (if they had one) I would stay quiet season after season until one day when a 
conductor included an anecdote about Schubert’s fatal bout with syphilis in her 





seemed to feel no obligation to prepare a concert differently for six-year-olds than she 
might for season subscribers (though would any audience want to hear about syphilis?), 
so I delicately and diplomatically volunteered to write her a script. She accepted with 
relief, and even let me host a few of the concerts. The way my life as an educator came 
flooding out to my peers was through a successful show that was a significant 
improvement on what had been happening before: age appropriate, fun, engaging, 
interactive, and without the mention of a single sexually transmitted disease (admittedly, 
the bar was low). Everyone was grateful that someone with hosting and teaching 
experience had been there, and I was no longer afraid to discuss how I learned to develop 
this aspect of my musicianship. Nearly everyone in the orchestra wanted to know. 
Otherwise, speaking about being a freelancer and teaching came across as “needing to 
teach” and I was determined to convey that I taught because I love it, because it was in 
my blood, because I love helping people engage with and make music, and because it 
happened to make me a better artist.   
However, there were some freelancers that I knew would never be able to hear it. 
If I walked into an afternoon recording session where most players had rolled out of bed 
at the crack of noon while I had been up teaching in Brooklyn or Queens since 8 a.m., 
having risen at 6, I would have a coffee, apply a little extra blush, and run in saying “I 
had another gig” instead of saying I was teaching. Something about it, no matter how 
proud I was, has felt off-limits in the presence of certain communities and contexts. I 
wonder if, much like Norah’s 3 tiers of performance life, I sensed that there were tiers or 
types of performers with whom I was interacting: disinterested, partially curious, 





gauge their openness to discuss something other than the musical work at hand. In only 
knowing people in passing, I know that my internal matrix has only applied to those with 
whom I have had time to interact, so this is not a tool by which to judge my fellow 
musicians as a whole–just the ones I have encountered. 
Naming the Missing: From Mentoring and Mastery to Partnership, Assessment, and 
Communities of Practice 
Norah looks to her development as a performer to inform her development as a 
teacher. She stated that, “becoming a good teacher is like trying to become a good 
classical musician.”  She believes classical musicians understand discipline, focus, and 
practice, but are oftentimes brought up to feel they are never going to be good enough. It 
appears that mentality has transferred over to her teaching life, and that it is up to her 
alone to fight. She does not know where she can learn about the steps she needs to take in 
order to achieve more of a sense of mastery in teaching. While of course we are still 
learning in perpetuity, is there not an analogous sense of confidence and competence for 
which a teaching artist might aspire?  
Norah’s disclosures provide ample evidence that she senses gaps in her 
preparation to be a teaching artist–let alone one in nomadic conditions. She laments a 
paucity of people like her who understand her circumstances. She struggles with knowing 
and naming epistemologies that might provide new insights and openings into her 
perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs. Her interactions with others clearly mean something, 
they feel important, and yet how might she develop an agency that allows her to know 
and name them? From what I saw, I believe she may be missing authentic partnerships 





especially in programs where partnership is emphasized as a component that guides the 
work of the teaching artist.  
Partnership is a formidable challenge (Kresek, 2018). With a teacher who was 
open, we could create beautiful, moving, meaningful experiences together (Kresek, 
2018), and yet some showed irritation at my having occupied their class time for work 
they did not understand. It was not until I made efforts to understand and listen to what 
my teachers cared about: their concerns, what they were trying to accomplish, that we 
found pathways to more meaningful partnerships.  
Norah’s words reveal that while she claims the opposite, she actually does know 
what’s missing. Repeatedly, she referred to her teaching artist experience as lacking in 
assessment and mentorship from experienced educators, those who have studied 
education and human development deeply, not just within teaching artist experience, or 
through the lens of their own experiences as students. She says feedback often comes 
from non-musician consultants, which could provide a special angle and advantage in 
that their lack of familiarity with the subject matter might yield special insights, but 
ultimately, she hungers for more regular feedback from a master musician and educator.  
It is my opinion that tensions exist around getting feedback from musicians, 
particularly those with classical backgrounds, who might hold specific beliefs about 
education, particularly over issues related to direct instruction vs. self-discovery, self-
assignment, and student-directed learning. It can be particularly difficult to find a balance 
in music because of the belief that there are specific skills of instrumental playing that 





Questions of scope and sequence while designing musical experiences within a limited 
range of teaching artists visits can make for difficult decision making.  
The third, and perhaps most important thing Norah is missing is educative 
experiences in communities that would examine what it means to design student-center 
experiences in her teaching. While she demonstrates an awareness of student engagement 
as a means of assessing her own performance, our time together did not leave me with the 
impression that she has interrogated her perceptions of students as audiences to her work. 
The questions she articulated in our time together lead me to believe that she is very keen 
to have a community of research and practice in which to study pedagogies, and if her 
avid interest in self-improvement is any indication of her future plans, I think she will 
eventually find her way. My concern is that whether she will or will not still seems left 
too much to chance. 
Sustainability: What It Takes for Norah to Maintain Nomadicism 
Norah has identified employee benefits and incentives such as health care and 
retirement as elements in sustaining her nomadic condition or in leaving it. When I got 
married at the age of 39 in 2015, and my husband changed jobs; he was on Freelancer’s 
Union for some time until it ended and he had to purchase health care through the market 
place. As an associate architect, he worked for a series of small firms that couldn’t 
provide insurance and paid him as an independent contractor, despite his having an office 
and being required to work there from 9-5 each day. He had no sick pay, no vacation 
time, and no benefits. Owing to late postage, he was kicked off his health insurance for 
one quarter of the year, and so our only choice was to have him come onto my union 





provided us with benefits for the last year, and honestly, I do not know where we would 
be without it. We had $30,000 of medical expenses last year, and without insurance, it 
would have bankrupted us completely. I simply didn’t have these issues at the age of 29. 
When I hear Norah say that it’s okay she does not have much health insurance, I can 
understand why she thinks that now; it’s a prevailing belief that one needs more insurance 
as one gets older. But knowing what an unexpected health crisis can mean makes me fear 
for her and others like her.  
Being a member of the musician’s union created an incentive for me to play as 
many union jobs as I could. I networked more, I made shows my priority. I moved 
teaching days to be available for Broadway. Unlike Norah, I have always loved subbing 
on shows. I don’t actually feel as though I’m meant to sound like the person before me. I 
think of it as being meant to go in and do a great job, nail the notes, play with character 
and groove, get along with the other players. As a result, my time on Broadway has been 
a sustaining element of my adult life. I even created my own spreadsheets and calculation 
tools to know when I had hit that magic number: 72 shows a year. When having health 
insurance can quite literally make the difference between life and death, obtaining it 
becomes a powerful influence in decision making. 
Hard Decisions – Negotiating from the Extraordinary to the Everyday 
Norah has revealed the areas of her professional and personal life that require 
difficult decisions with regard to how she invests her time and with whom. I sympathize 
with her as I remember being faced with similar choices in my career. Over time, I have 
consciously learned to detach and depersonalize from jobs that I am not able to accept. 





they apply in not allowing regret to get to them too badly. For me, it took making 
mistakes to realize that I needed to take the time to evaluate decision making more 
qualitatively. Several years ago, I was commissioned to write a family show about 
classical orchestral music to be performed by Yo-Yo Ma. I spent months researching the 
repertoire, weaving it into an interactive experience for children and families. I’d asked 
for almost nothing in terms of a fee, so honored by the invitation that I considered it some 
type of intangible currency. Then, I was called upon to play a Sunday evening Broadway 
premium show the same day as the concert. I was afraid if I said no that I would never be 
called again. In my mind, while it was a busy day, I could do the show with Yo-Yo, and 
then proceed to Broadway. There were about 4 hours in between, so I would not be 
rushed. Everything would be fine.  
It never occurred to me that the show would go so well that I would be invited to 
stay after and have dinner with Yo-Yo, the orchestra, and the producers of the event. Or 
that Yo-Yo would ask for my card, and want to discuss future opportunities with me. In 
my mind, I was going to fulfill the obligation, and then move along to the next “for hire” 
situation. I was just the host, the handmaiden to the real artists in the show–so of course it 
wouldn’t have been a big deal that I would politely decline to spend any additional time 
with them after the performance. 
I will never know what might have happened if I’d stayed. As Norah described it, 
it was readily accessible money I was after, it was what I thought I needed because New 
York certainly can make one feel that way. But then, part of me also identifies with what 
Norah told me earlier when describing applying for a university position while 






In addressing my research questions at the conclusion of my time with Norah, I 
found that the seemingly easy and fluid answers quickly gave way to massive 
complexities with regard to her nomadic condition at each stage of analysis. Does her 
teaching for one organization impact and inform her teaching for another? Yes. As a 
teaching artist, she is developing skills from the different missions of each program while 
synthesizing them into a reserve of activities that she can tailor to each individual 
instance in which she teaches. Her personal life is impacted by the sense of community 
that she shares with those who “get” what it means to be a teaching artist, and how her 
life is entirely different from those who undertake obligatory and occasional outreach 
without the ongoing professional development and sense of linkage to a cultural 
organization. The cultural organization seems to play a role as well, in that in each of the 
instances where it applies to Norah, the mission aligns with her personal goals. Norah 
sees her community as being small and highly specific, much like a chamber ensemble, 
where individual voices are valued and prioritized. Where it seems to fall out of balance 
for Norah in both performance and teaching is when the structures in which she works 
become corporate and top-down, and her voice, her self, is left out of the process.  
What If 
Might we, as audience to her story, reimagine what her circumstances may have 
been like had her voice been included in some of the administrative decision making as it 
related to the missions she was trying to carry out?  Might we also reimagine what her 
firsts might have looked like? Why did she experience such a difficult transition from 





nurturing that cultivates a personalized and responsive approach to planning for lessons, 
workshops, and residencies?  
At 29, Norah is concerned about being heard, finding community, and loyalty to 
people over organizations. For her, the organizations are the vehicle to get into the 
classroom as an artist. She cares about music as a means towards pursuing social justice, 
but she’s also stuck on the border of what I’m going to name the performance paradox: 
her background as a high functioning classical musician may be dictating her beliefs 
about teaching, particularly with regard to borrowing performance concepts and 
constructs, such as the notion of audience. She seems to believe that through developing 
the teacher as classroom performer, student experiences might be curated for the better.  
At her young age, she shows some moderate concern for her long-term life as a 
teaching artist. The universe will decide for her, she’ll just get a full-time job playing 
horn or teaching it eventually anyway–unless, maybe she becomes a role model for long 
term sustainability? But if she does, if I do, if we all do make a case for being able to 
make it work out of sheer determination, does not this let the organizations we work for 
completely off the hook in terms of caring for us? What does that mean for the hiring 
institution? If teaching artists quit, then are they not constantly seeking new workers? 
Having to bargain away an expert faculty in exchange for a new crop of royals? 
The trend of incentivizing independent contractors over full-time employees 
through “freedom” narratives of autonomy and flexibility in exchange for benefits and 
long-term security creates a conflict for cultural organizations that would tacitly ride this 
trend; who want their employees to be superior artists and teaching practitioners. It is my 





have their employees come, be trained in their missions and pedagogies, work as long as 
they can, and then to let them go in favor of new blood. Norah suspects she wouldn’t 
really be missed–that her organizations will just get someone else, creating a potential 
concern about sustainable educational missions for non-profits with high rates of 
turnover. For Norah’s nomadic teaching artist, the personal responsibilities, the advocacy 
not just for the arts but for themselves, the wage negotiating, the fights for acceptable 
working conditions, the balance of selves, the search for support and community, the 
need for grounded educational foundations, these were all aspects of the work for which 
she felt underprepared. Norah is beginning to understand how this may all impact her 
long term, but I believe that if she got a full-time job playing the horn tomorrow, she’d 
take it.  
As an outsider to her life, and yet an insider to the types of experiences she has 
had–I want to say to her “I see you.” She has done every bit of due diligence she knows 
how to do. She has read every book suggested to her, made every effort, and yet there are 
aspects to her work that she was never prepared for, never expecting. But who out there is 







V – JOHN: MAN IN THE MIDDLE 
 
The first time I saw John, he was auditioning for new job with an organization 
that hires teaching artists. I was looking for participants for my study, and saw him 
preparing for his trial lesson as part of the auditioning process. At 42, John was the oldest 
of the auditioning music teaching artists, his cohort being in their early twenties. Dressed 
in a tie and sport coat, he stood out with a kind of casual professionalism that to my eye 
communicated a great deal of experience, a sense of having “been around the block.” He 
was eager to learn about what the organization did, but seemed confused as to how their 
practice was different from those of the organizations he was currently working for and 
had worked for in the past.  
As I watched him plan and prepare a lesson, he seemed pensive, immersed in his 
work, like he was wrestling with a puzzle.  I couldn’t tell if he was confused about 
process or if he had never written such extensive plans before, but he gave the impression 
of being an expert and a novice all at the same time. 
A Profile 
John is a 42-year-old freelance jazz pianist and trombone player, who became a 
teaching artist after getting a phone call from someone who, as he tells me, “couldn’t 
think of anyone better” for the job of working with children for a last-minute assignment 
that needed filling. He fits the nomadic condition as he teaches for four non-profit 
cultural organizations at which his responsibilities include teaching jazz and world music 





performances and perform themselves. He is also a performer for a wide spectrum of 
musical projects, including as a sideman in jazz ensembles, Brazilian pop, Balkan music, 
and mainstream R&B, and heads a variety of his own solo projects. 
Beginnings 
When I interview John for the first time, we meet at his house, partially to do the 
interview and also to give me the opportunity to see what his home studio looks like. He 
lives just far enough away from public transportation to be considered difficult to get to, 
on a quiet and unassuming avenue of semi-detached houses. He’s let me know that he 
will be caring for his 3-month-old son during our meeting, and so doesn’t want me to ring 
the buzzer upon arrival. It’s the end of March, not too cold, but not warm enough for 
anything green to have returned to the area yet, so the street seems washed in this sort of 
grayish tint. 
I send him a quick text and John meets me at the stairs, ushering me in and 
apologizing for needing to run back upstairs to the baby, who is hanging out in his 
favorite bouncy chair. I pass a hallway that is doubling as storage for instruments and 
cases, music stands, and all sorts of other equipment. I follow John’s lead into a modest 
living room area, and see all the evidence of a new baby–a play mat on the floor, little 
toys, bottles in the drying rack of the kitchen just off to the side, and the baby himself, 
taking a little nap in a tiny chair. John picks him up and the baby stirs a little, and he asks 
me to hold him for a second while he goes down to lock the door. I’m thrilled to do so, 
and happily wind up holding him for most of the interview. “He’ll literally sleep like that 





John tells me how he came to teaching artistry. “It’s pretty simple, so simple,” he 
says. “I was just teaching private lessons before I became a teaching artist, because I 
didn’t really know what that term meant. In fact, I was hired and I still didn’t know what 
it meant.” He backs up and tells me about his education as a jazz musician and then 
coming to the Northeast in the late nineties out of interest in the improvised music scene 
here. He spent a long time focusing on being an artist, and says the teaching came when 
he realized how depressing it could be to play mostly wedding gigs. John moved here at a 
time when, from his perspective, it seemed as though he could make a living only playing 
a few weddings each month and a handful of salsa gigs, but says the allure wore off after 
a few years. At the age of 25, he thought that he would, “maybe start teaching.” His 
father had majored in music education in New England, and was a band director for 
several years, but John doesn’t seem to have been inspired teaching-wise by him, with the 
exception of learning that not all teaching experiences are positive: 
   Yeah, my dad was a band director for seven years, but sort of estranged, 
disenfranchised from the teaching. He quit, basically. He’s a wonderful teacher, 
but he’s really impatient. He’s quiet and he’s not good in front of noisy high-
schoolers. It wasn’t… it didn’t fit his… it wasn’t for him.  
 
Here John reveals familiar frustrations experienced in the classroom with regard to 
contrasting energies, patience, classroom management, and ultimately attrition. I think 
about my own mother, also a music teacher, and while she loved her identity as a teacher 
and had a wonderful career, I learned a few things about what I did and didn’t want to do 
based on what I observed in her work. It seems John has done the same. 
John realized that he could make somewhere around $500 a week teaching 
privately in affluent neighborhoods, so he started doing that and “running around.” But 





years. He says it was isolating, and while the students kept coming and he liked the 
flexibility of it, he felt as though he was, “winging it” when it came to the teaching. The 
parents were also a great source of stress. They either didn’t want to know what was 
going on, or they wanted to know too much and often didn’t trust him, and so he would 
spend hours on the phone each week, explaining what he was doing with their children, 
what the learning goals were, and what practicing needed to be done. He felt as though he 
was gaining a great deal of experience teaching at different levels, since he had students 
of all ages, but still felt as though he was alone and unsupported. He felt what he 
describes as a, “bric-a-brac teacher vibe” and after a while it just wore him down. 
John’s favorite moments teaching students were when his studio would assemble 
for workshops and recitals, so he took it upon himself to open a space in which he could 
teach, hold workshops and concerts, and also open it up to others like him to do the same. 
He rented a large industrial space and called it BridgePort, with the mission of being a 
performance, rehearsal, and teaching venue for professional musicians and students.  The 
goal was, “to foster a community of innovative musicians, educators and students in a 
clean, comfortable environment.” John remembers thinking to himself that the space 
would solve all his problems–he would have a place to teach, rehearse, and perform, and 
it would fix the issue of how tired he was traveling from house to house. He remembers 
thinking, 
   I can’t be 40 and going to little kids’ houses anymore. My soul was crushed 
from it. But I kept doing it for a really long time, because I couldn’t figure out 
another way. So, with my studio, I ran it like a school and had the kids get 
together and practice and rehearse together, so it started to build. 
 
John describes the forming of a, “little community” where he and his students would play 





solved–until it became more like a business. It worked for a while, but he realized he 
couldn’t afford to keep teaching there. He sought help from a financial consultant who 
confirmed the precariousness of the business model, and so he moved his students to his 
apartment, and maintained BridgePort studio as a performance and rehearsal space. After 
three years, his landlord didn’t want him teaching out of the apartment anymore, and 
John says he just felt tired and didn’t want to continue doing it either. 
During this same period in his life where he was at his busiest teaching privately, 
John was also teaching in jazz education programs for two other schools, one a 
community music school near his house and the other, a pre-college program further 
away by about an hour. In the earlier years, John was mainly teaching in the former, 
where he was responsible for teaching group classes, coaching ensembles, and private 
lessons, and eventually his position turned into that of a director for the jazz studies 
program. He believes he built it up into something great, but with, “zero support” from 
the administration. During that time, he moved closer to his other job, and eventually 
decided that even though he was making good money, the lack of administrative support 
and arduous travel became too much to continue. He had been doing everything himself–
calling local band directors to recruit students, trying to bring in inspiring guests that 
would never get approval, and finding equipment on a shoestring budget. He describes an 
incident in which the school desperately needed a drum kit, and John was denied the 
funds for a new one, so he searched for used kits on Craigslist until eventually he found 
one for the low price of $100. He was able to get the school to pay for it, but he had to 
drive to the seller’s house and pick the kit up himself. John doesn’t believe the school 





By his own admission, John states he did not know what to ask for in terms of 
support. He describes his work back then as lacking vision. While he believes he was 
good at organizing the necessary components of the job and committed to getting things 
done, he felt like he encountered a great deal of red tape in the process, especially to get 
basic and seemingly small things accomplished like getting an email address. John got 
around things like that by just doing it himself, creating his own designated email just for 
the work that he was doing at the school. He felt as though every step of the way, he 
would encounter “no” after “no.” John wasn’t certain as to why he kept hitting walls with 
his administration. By his account, the school was large and seemed to otherwise run 
efficiently from what he could tell. It was even home to a large Suzuki program that was 
extremely popular in the area. “These were people who should theoretically understand 
needs or administrative needs,” John said.  
   They would be down my neck for the cost of things, saying the faculty was paid 
too much when I was thinking they were barely making any money and that’s not 
okay. Eventually, I decided that I wasn’t gonna keep fighting for no money, or for 
another $2 raise. 
 
Here John alludes to two currencies of the community music school situation: effort and 
money. John’s initially high-energy efforts that seemed to disregard feelings of being 
fairly compensated eventually gave way to perfunctory negotiations that eventually 
caused him to give up his part-time position.  
Towards a Different Type of Teaching 
John’s other school, the pre-college program, offers a similar story. John worked 
there for eight years, during which time he said one of the best things about it was that he 
was teaching with his friends. John says they instinctively began a, “very reflective type 





then the fellow teachers would debrief in their carpool on the commute home. John 
believes he and his colleagues were teaching in a way that was closer to the work he now 
does as a teaching artist; it felt less traditional in terms of the jazz education he had 
experienced himself: 
   There was no judgment, so the kids would say what they noticed or give 
objective feedback, and I realized from that moment that this was way more 
effective than saying it was good or not. Observing each other and reflecting on 
their work opened up what my concept of teaching was… 
 
As John trails off, I can see some evidence of what is commonly referred to as “stars” in 
his eyes. He looks up and away from the table at which we’re seated, and as I’m thinking 
about how genuinely meaningful this memory is for him, how it opened up possibilities 
in terms of his teaching, the baby grunts a tiny gurgle of dissatisfaction, and begins to 
chew on his own hand in his sleep. John jolts back to the present, realizing there is a draft 
coming from an open window that might be bothering the baby, and so reaches around to 
shut it gently without waking him: “I think the wind is too much for him.” 
John returns to his story, telling me that in the context of what was becoming very 
satisfying teaching, he still felt a lack of administrative support and understanding, 
especially about the type of teaching that he wanted to be doing. He believed the teachers 
were forming some kind of new and different emerging pedagogy within the jazz studies 
program: “Administratively there never seemed to be a connection. There never seemed 
to be anybody that could talk with each other that understood what both sides were 
doing.” If he could go back and do it all over again knowing what he does now, he would 
have a much clearer idea of how to get those conversations going, but at the time, he just 
didn’t have the skills. He believes he was put in the position of leadership in his first 





didn’t have the background to know how to administrate. He attributes his successes to 
enjoying the process of figuring things out, solving problems, and making things work. 
He also felt it was a beneficial situation for him to be able to get his friends work. By 
recruiting fellow teachers who were making an average of $250 per day, he was able to 
see his community flourish a bit more: “If I work a little bit more then everybody gets to 
do that.” Once again, here we see the ways in which John’s values seem to emphasize the 
importance of community and friendship. 
 It was the loss of a friend who ran the pre-college conservatory program that 
eventually led to his eventual departure. His boss, Allan, had a falling out with the 
administration at the school, something John believes may have been caused by, “hot-
headedness,” and John and most of his friends ended up leaving him. The students 
followed, and without an official school to call home, John and his friends formed a 
collective called “Imaginative Musician Lab,” dedicated to creative improvisation that 
they ran out of a rented studio:  
   We made no money. I think we made $50 a week and we had 20 kids enrolled. 
But we did it because we thought it was gonna be the next big thing. We thought 
we were doing some teaching that no one else [was] doing. We were so 
experimental, because at this point we were unfettered. We didn’t have to follow 
any [rules]. We would talk about how we were going to build a school with these 
ideas, because most of us were pretty disenfranchised by our own jazz educations.  
 
John says the prevailing attitudes of the group went something like this: 
   We don’t like jazz education. We think it’s stupid. We think it’s important to 
learn all that information, but that doesn’t actually help you become a musician, 
especially an improvising musician. What helps you become an improvising 
musician is working together: sitting in a room making connections with people 
and figuring it out together. 
 
John says his group, “didn’t have some big agenda.” They would start out workshops 





for improvisation, or playing on found objects. He loved the process of experimentation 
and found it refreshing compared to his previous teaching. John tells me that today, years 
later, many of the students who participated in the collective are now, “bigger artists” 
than he is, and that they still reach out to him to tell him how much the experiences 
changed their lives. I expected John to tell me that this workshop was still thriving 
somewhere, but he shakes his head:  
   We were hot to do it, but then there were girlfriends and marriages, break ups 
and divorces. Life changed and things happened. We had no plan, no business 
skills. Because I’m good at figuring stuff out, I ended up doing a lot of the stuff 
and I just got burned out. Also we weren’t making any money, so there was no 
good reason to continue.  
 
Here we can see the emergence of a pattern in John’s work–discoveries and ensuing 
enthusiasm which become teaching aspirations, followed by conflicts in sustainability 
when bringing those aspirations into his communities of practice. How might the 
Imaginative Musician Lab have survived? John identifies the currencies of effort and 
money once again, and in the harsh light of day, money seems to win yet again. 
Teaching Artistry through the Cultural Organization 
It was at this time that John got a surprise call from The Howard Center for Live 
Music. He was asked to come in and cover a unit about African-American spirituals in a 
public school. John believes that call came through word-of-mouth, as a friend of his runs 
one of the branches of the educational programs at The Howard Center. When he was 
hired for his first position as a teaching artist, John received 30 minutes of training for the 
job he would be doing.  He was 31 at the time and says he, “didn’t speak the lingo” at 
The Howard Center. He completed a 10-week teaching residency, in which instead of 





in teaching more about musical concepts through creative practices he had not tried 
before, leading towards an experience the children would have with Spirituals. One of 
those concepts was rhythm, and John remembers coming out of school on his first day 
exclaiming, “that was the greatest teaching I have ever done!” He was hooked. In his 
workshop about rhythm, he had students think about machines and the rhythms that they 
make, and then made a connection to the rhythms of work, and then the rhythms of work 
songs.  
Eventually John, “got into the fold” at The Howard Center, and started to come to 
more and more meetings and was given more work assignments. He saw workshops that 
reminded him of some of the work he had been doing at his Imaginative Musician Lab, 
and in general felt as though teaching artist work really resonated with him: “I already 
know all of this, how did I not know about this [place] before?” John was finally found a 
space of cooperative spirit where other people were thinking and doing the things that he 
had been thinking about. Similar to how Norah first looked online and saw herself 
described on a website for her first teaching artist job, a moment of clarity and connection 
seemed to form around the recognition of his own interests and the realization that there 
could be a community in which to practice this work. 
John was impressed not only with the work, but with the immediate sense of 
support he felt from the organization. Suddenly, he was paid for things like meetings and 
travel, things that were always unpaid in all the other situations in which he had taught. It 
was more than he was used to, as he was accustomed to receiving nothing for any 
peripheral efforts outside of his time with students. Eventually, he took on work for two 





responsibilities range from early childhood to college, and he teaches composition, 
improvisation, and curriculum related to jazz and world music in order to prepare 
students to attend live concert experiences. 
From Kindergarten Animal Songs to Brazilian Jazz Fusion – A Day in the Life 
John is teaching at an elementary school today. As I walk toward the large 
building, the first thing I notice are the stairs leading up to the school entrance. They are 
almost grand, with a step size bigger than I can imagine any kindergartner being able to 
manage. I am a good 30 minutes early, and so probably have more time than I usually 
would to notice things about the school. It’s also one of my first field observations, and 
so it strikes me as strange and almost exciting that I don’t have to go into a classroom and 
be the one teaching. It’s not me today. I’m not “on.” I’m in, but with the opportunity to 
watch someone who does what I do from another perspective.  
I sign in, and explain to the guard that I’m not there to teach, but to observe a 
teaching artist who will be coming in shortly to work with the first grade. When I tell her 
I’m here to see Mr. John (teaching artists are often called by their first names but with the 
addition of mister or miss) she gives me a quizzical look. I tell her his last name, and still 
there is silence. I show the kindly guard my identification from both Teachers College 
and then every organization I teach for and start trying to explain that I’m here to watch 
one of their music teaching artists at work. All of a sudden, she lights up and says, 
“ooooooh, the guy with the trombone! Mr. John! We get so many folks in here I can’t 
remember ‘em all.” Suddenly I’m a trusted friend. She sees my violin and says, “you’re a 





I ask her if she had music in school. She replies, “No, just high school. But by 
then, ya know, you’re not so… I’m more of a singer.” (Something inside me always 
lights up and laughs a little when people make the distinction between musicians and 
singers.) “Honey, go ahead and have a seat over there until he gets here,” she says.  I do 
as I’m told, and the guard begins to hum to herself softly as she goes about her work. 
John has let me know that he’s coming in right at 9 a.m.–the time the class actually starts, 
which strikes me as cutting it pretty close, but I realize I’ve done that a few times myself 
on some days. He texts me that he’s running behind because he has to take his daughter 
to school unexpectedly. At 8:59 John is still not here and I think that perhaps the class 
could be later than he told me–perhaps he just let me know his arrival time. It’s going to 
be a long day for him, he had emailed me his schedule and this is the first thing out of 
three professional services he has for the day. He’s teaching at the school most of the first 
half of the day, then giving some lessons at his new music school and doing 
administrative work, and then playing a CD release party for a Brazilian singer.  
John arrives and after a quick greeting bounds right up the intimidating staircase. 
He stops, looks around, saying, “wait… is this it? Every room looks the same.” I follow 
him down the hall to a kindergarten class room, where as we walk in at 9:00 a.m. on the 
dot, the teacher has already prepared the class to get started with John. They even sing a 
song together to kill time as John begins his somewhat lengthy set-up, which takes about 
four minutes. All the while he thanks the kids for their patience, starting up the 
smartboard, plugging in his laptop and then connecting it. He reaches into his bag, takes 
out a melodica, and sets it aside. He turns to the children and begins his lesson, engaging 





high and low sounds, bumpy and smooth. His energy is remarkably high, while also 
somehow watching the entire class like a hawk, looking for examples of where kids have 
ideas that they share using their bodies and voices. 
Having warmed the class up, he references a drawing activity the class had done 
in the previous session, and the teacher is right there with a set of folders containing 
incomplete drawings the students made of favorite animals. The kids open their folders 
and take out the drawings, continuing to finish them, while John is constantly moving, 
rotating among individual students and the grouped tables in which they are seated. He 
offers feedback, praise, and more prompts, and it strikes me as how even though on the 
face of it, this is a time for the kids to work independently, he still needs to be there and 
present.   
While the students are finishing, John sets up his computer and displays a piece of 
music on a website for musical notation called “Noteflight.”  He confers with the 
teachers, and then gently but firmly explains to the class that they are about to transition 
to the next step. The teacher jumps in to help scaffold the transition, but gives opposite 
instructions. They easily work it out, and proceed to work on the smartboard to notate the 
music. John listens to the children describe their animals, and then asks each child to craft 
what they think the animals might sound like with their voices. The children perform 
these sounds, and John translates them into melodies on the melodica. The children revise 
them by offering ideas such as “play it higher!” or “no, that’s the wrong note, it needs to 
be lower and scarier!” and the final version goes into Noteflight. Pretty soon, a 
substantial piece of music is on the smartboard and John says, “Composers! Pat 





for writing a piece. They finish with an ending ritual, something called, “the composer 
song.” After singing it, the students sit quietly at their desks and John collects the 
drawings on the papers, this time taking them with him, packs his melodica, and makes a 
quick stop to check in with the teachers before leaving.  
As we step into the hallway, John is late to get to his next kindergarten class, so 
we scurry down the hall way and into the next room. The major difference is now that the 
room is entirely different: new students, new partners, the computer is in a different spot, 
desks are arranged in different configurations, and so John hurries to move the boards 
and items that are in his way in order to replicate the set-up he needs to work. John 
repeats his set up, and the process begins again. 
After Hours: Getting to the Gig 
At 5:30 PM that same day, John arrives at Manson’s, a venue just miles from his 
teaching assignment, but a world away in terms of the inhabitants and environment. 
Manson’s is a rowdy bar with a small space for live music to be set up in the front of the 
room. I arrive early again, in time to catch John and his friend (who I later learn is the 
drummer for the jazz and salsa band that will be playing that night) arrive and load-in. 
They pull up in a large blue Volvo station wagon, which they’ve packed like a clown 
car–out comes amps, drums, stands, wires and cables, even an ornate carpet–a regular 
traveling tour van of equipment. They hastily load everything out of the car and into the 
front door of the venue before they get ejected from the spot by police. I am reminded of 






Figure 3. An easier way! 
 
John told me was getting paid about $50 for the gig, so a parking ticket could really take 
a toll. The bandmate runs off to officially park the car, while John begins an elaborate 
process of negotiating and setting up the very small space allotted to the band. He speaks 
to someone to ensure he’s setting up in the right place and to ask about limitations or 
anything else he should know. Then he begins moving around the speakers, trying 
different configurations of the band’s footprint. All the while, the bar is busy. It’s about 
5:45 in the afternoon–Also known as happy hour–so dozens of customers are blowing off 
work-day steam over cocktails, while chatting, yelling, laughing, and even screaming. 
The noise level is vibrant and energetic, buzzing like a hive.  
I sit on a bench adjacent to the band and John tells me about his day. He recently 
took another administration job at a local community music school, Mains Street Music, 
which has him working there part-time, approximately 24 hours a week, so he spent the 
afternoon there after he finished his day of teaching. We had decided it wouldn’t make 
sense for me to just sit next to him all afternoon while he did administrative work, so I 
will only be hearing about it. He says something like, “I have to tell you about this 





about set up. More cables and extension cords come out, pedals, and sheet music, which 
John hastily begins to organize and distribute. The space for John to set up his keyboard 
and trombone is a 2x2 area at the most, so his trombone is tucked behind him as he stands 
at the keys. He takes a few seconds to review some chord progressions, then checks his 
phone to see what’s going on at home. The bar noise climbs, and the clinking of beers 
starts to drown out the amplified band instruments as they tune up and get ready to begin.  
They seem to be not just soundchecking, but rehearsing, although John tells me 
this band has played together before. John is a sideman, meaning that while he’s part of 
the group of backing musicians, it’s not his personal project; he’s supporting the main 
artist. As they rehearse, John switches between keyboard and trombone fluidly, playing 
both within a single song. As the rehearsal runs dangerously close to the start time, John 
is quiet while other band members ask each other questions and work things out; he 
seems to know when to say something and when to stay silent. As the show begins, 
John’s energy completely lifts again. The band is playing music that reflects the heritage 
of the Brazilian frontwoman, a fusion of jazz and soul with Brazilian rhythms infused 
throughout. John dances behind his keyboard almost like a member of a second line 
troupe. He grabs his trombone at the last possible second in an 8-bar phrase, deftly 
sweeping it above his keys and taking a solo. As quickly as the trombone came up, it’s 
placed back down behind John, and his hands find the keys again. I notice he doesn’t 
even miss a step as he shuffles back and forth beneath the keyboard stand. 
In between the tunes, the singer turns around and says, “am I too loud? Am I too 
loud?!” I hear someone shout back, “we’re just getting used to the space!” She flips 





turns to John half way through and says, “hey, can you play the guitar part?” and he 
quickly nods, changing up his keyboard work to meet her request. It occurs to me just 
how flexible he is at all times–just easy, doing what needs to be done, meeting need after 
need after need and not missing a beat in the process. 
Summer Madness 
The next time we meet, John uses the opportunity to show me BridgePort, the 
studio that he created for himself as a teaching and performing space that he now, “gently 
opens up” to his community of friends and colleagues. We’ve arranged to meet in 
between one of John’s practice sessions at the studio and a gig he needs to get to later in 
the day, so this location is the easiest compromise for him. As I make my way there, I’m 
struck by the contrast of this area from the description John had given me of the affluent 
neighborhoods where he used to teach. There are no doormen here, no wide, gracious 
avenues meticulously combed for stray leaves, no gleaming sidewalks or ample places to 
find food. As I get closer and closer to his street, the run-down residential buildings give 
way to vehicle repair shops and industrial spaces with the security gates padlocked shut 
in the middle of the day.  
As I turn the corner to John’s street, I’m met with an overabundance of illegally 
parked cars, some on the sidewalk, and a handwritten sign stapled to an electrical pole 
that reads “We buy houses, land, and buildings: ALL CA$H!!!” I can’t imagine seeing 
that sign anywhere near a fancy townhouse. But for what the neighborhood lacks in 
glamour, it seems to make up for in character. Directly across from John’s studio is an 
old 19th-century red brick warehouse space that has been renovated into a funky barbecue 





nerve and audacity to open a restaurant–more of them close than are opened every day. It 
takes similar courage to open up a performance venue. 
BridgePort an equally funky space that feels like a converted storefront or some 
kind of garage. The walls are dotted with brightly painted acoustic panels in reds, 
oranges, and greens–like a Cuban coffee shop. A drum kit and grand piano sit at the far 
end of the room waiting to be played. Neat rows of chairs lean against each wall, with a 
makeshift office space off to the right, complete with water cooler, printer, and guitar 
hanging over them like an altar. Another acoustic panel made from a burlap coffee sack 
hangs close by, the fabric that had once been carefully wrapped and attached to the frame 
coming loose and sagging towards the floor. The room looks well-used and cared for by 
someone who seems to know what musicians need.  
“Everything’s kind of falling apart,” John says apologetically:  
   It’s 10 years old. I put in the floor myself–just plywood and concrete. It’s kind 
of got a vibe. We have 28 members who mostly just use it for rehearsal and 
performances. The members pay every month, so that covers rent. If I wanted to 
make money, charging more for performances would be a way to do it, but as one 
person I don’t have the resources. I sort of open it to the community of stuff that I 
like and want to do here. Once in a while it backfires and I think that I should 
really put some thought into this. It’s not a money maker. And shit goes wrong. 
When the AC breaks, I’ve got to fix it. I just spent $1000 on a piano. The money I 
make every month I squirrel away for when something needs work. We really 
need new chairs… 
 
As he explains the grueling obligations of being in charge, and how the studio works and 
doesn’t work, John is somewhat frantically trying to regulate the temperature and find me 
a seat. It strikes me that the care for setup that I have observed him display while teaching 
extends to other parts of his life.  
John is in the midst of a busy summer season. He’s just come from playing with a 





music workshops for a new organization he is working for, Community Jazz Partnership. 
He tells me that he’s been, “super nervous” about the new work, mainly because there 
have been so many steps towards being trained, auditioning, and then the trial he has had 
to do to get hired. He doesn’t feel as though the interview he went particularly well, but 
feels positive about the teaching he has done for them so far, with one exception. In his 
trial, he was asked to teach a lesson written by someone else, a more established teaching 
artist at the same organization. John shakes his head in recalling this, saying that he felt 
as though he was, “puppeteering” in a way. He didn’t feel any sense of ownership over 
the content, and therefore couldn’t execute it in the way that he had hoped, in the way 
that might have shown his skills as a teaching artist more: “I found it really challenging. I 
was trying not to make excuses for it, but…,” he says, looking down.  
I think to myself that I’ve not seen this happen in a teaching artist audition 
situation before. As far as my experience has gone, the construction of a plan is of vital 
importance in assessing whether a teaching artist is ready to work with a particular 
population or in a certain environment. John did need to write a plan, but not the one he 
actually used in a school, so it appears that there were two separate components to this 
aspect of his trial. Though he submitted his written plan weeks ago, he says that he has 
still not received feedback on it from anyone at the organization, and yet he was hired to 
facilitate in several summer workshops. One of the reasons John has been excited about 
moving to this new organization is that when he was observed teaching during his trial 
unit, he received a great deal of feedback from staff. He also appreciated that he had to 
plan more rigorously than in any of his previous teaching artist experiences to date. He 





revision process. The teaching artist he worked with helped him to focus his plan, as he 
tells me that at first, he had planned way too many activities and needed to pare down to 
something simpler.  
John had led professional development before, but had never conducted a 90-
minute workshop. He also had mainly only taught children before–of all ages, from pre-
Kindergarten to college–but he had not facilitated for adults or other professional music 
teachers and arts educators. He believes that it all went really well; his participants were, 
“into it” and he got feedback from them that included phrases like, “that was awesome!” 
and, “we had so much fun!” From his perspective, he, “had a blast” teaching. He really 
appreciated the training leading up to the experience, which amounted to 4 days of 
getting to know the mission and pedagogy of Community Jazz Partnership, and then a 
trial unit of teaching in a school, and the process in which he wrote a plan and received 
feedback from an experienced teacher acting in both the role of lead facilitator and 
mentor to him:  
   You know, you bring your own spirit to it and you do your thing, but just the 
rigor of the planning…I was a better facilitator for it. I could see myself working 
there long past all these other organizations. Like my job at Main Street Music? 
I’ll see how long that lasts. Someone described it to me the other day as territory. 
Not meaning territorial, but I’ve been thinking about that myself as an artist, too. 
What’s my territory? Where do I fit in? Knowing this is a good thing. I don’t 
know if I’m describing it correctly. 
 
Here John articulates once again the salience of working in a community where he 
experiences kinship, critique, and growth. In contrast with some of John’s previous 
experiences, the potential for growth seems to offer a vision of a long and prosperous 
future. He likens it to practicing his instrument: 
   You know how when you practice all day and you’re just by yourself and you 





making any assessments because you’re not able to present it to anybody. 
Sometimes that’s really useful to me as an artist. I think in the private lesson 
format was where I really noticed that I was just uncomfortable, I wasn’t able to 
see any growth in myself. I just sort of lost my “mojo” on that. Sitting in a room 
with a child, I’m not able to organize that in a way that made sense. Doing the 
group work and group activities and facilitating a workshop: that feels like home. 
 
John has introduced a metaphorical notion of a pedagogical home, a seemingly elusive 
and illusive place for a music teaching artist in nomadic conditions. John seems to revel 
in the opportunities he has found to meet others who are like him, who share his caring 
for teaching in a creative way, for expanding possibilities of what it looks like to learn 
about and through music. His notion of the concept of territory is not merely 
geographical, but artistic and pedagogical. He conceives of territory as a space imbued 
with values that intersect with his desire for experimentation, and pedagogies that 
represent alternatives to how he learned, and perhaps most importantly, it is a space filled 
with others seeking the same. As he describes the territories that hold his interest, that 
represent where he wants to be, I ask him why he has moved from one territory to 
another. 
   When it has that feeling of “where do I go?” it feels like I need something else 
to grow. I think I’m more comfortable in a community of people. I enjoy the one-
on-one time, but I get fed more from the group work, you know? To me, it’s how 
I work as an artist, too. So, sitting in lesson after lesson is not my territory. I think 
it took me a long time to realize that. 
 
Here it is evident that growth is paramount in John’s ambitions with regard to his own 
development. He has not yet been able to find enough teaching artist work to completely 
support him, but hopes that this will change soon. He believes that part of the reason is 
that he never had to before, but this may be changing because he has quit his work as a 
private teacher. However, despite the skills he spent developing as a private teacher, there 





if he didn’t get out of private teaching, “[he] was going to die.” He feels embarrassed to 
say it out loud out of fear that others will think it means that he doesn’t like kids. He 
believes the feelings he was having about his self-critique of his private teaching were 
somehow shameful, and couldn’t be shared with others; he felt as though there was no 
one he could tell. 
Now, for many of the organizations he works for John is on a “team” with other 
teaching artists to address various projects. He feels as though he can talk to teaching 
artists much in the way that he talks to other musicians about business, gigs, and art in 
general. He describes his conversations with each of these groups, teaching artists and 
performance colleagues, as, “speaking the same language” within the group. Over time, 
he has started to break out of those bounded groupings and is speaking more and more to 
his performance colleagues about his teaching artist work. He’s noticed his colleagues are 
curious about what he does, but afraid to ask questions, so he has been cautious about 
how he explains his work. John has found it especially complicated to explain to his 
father, saying that it’s a bit like, “outer space” to him.  
Hearing about the issue of explaining what one does to one’s family moves me to 
share with John that my parents, both artists and teachers, don’t really know what a 
teaching artist is either. They’ve never seen me in a classroom. My husband, who works 
from 9-5, and thinks of me as a violinist, will likely never know what I do. I don’t think 
he’ll ever be able to come with me to a school and see it, and when we talk about 
teaching over dinner, he says, “yeah, I get it; I was a math teaching assistant in college.” 
John laughs at this–he sympathizes, telling me a story about a residency he had done at a 





shock in seeing him in the role of teaching artist–heretofore only knowing him as jazz 
musician, composer, sideman. “How do you know how to do that?” she had asked him 
after seeing him at work. John feels as though it was good for her to see him in a role in 
which he is more outgoing. John admits he tends to be shyer and quieter as a member of a 
band, but in this new and different role, he felt seen in a new way. 
In his role at the Brazilian show I noticed how cautious he was about speaking up. 
I’m not even certain that I can interpret it as caution, but he was quiet, and only seemed 
to speak when absolutely needed. Yet he was so busy, so efficient, and filling a 
multiplicity of roles as multi-instrumentalist, organizer, transporter, and then about the 
many roles he must juggle in his teaching artist work: teacher, planner, partner, 
composer, traveler, navigator, technical coordinator, and speaker. What does it mean that 
his wife has only seen this aspect of his work once? What does it mean for our partners 
and families to understand this area of our lives? Despite the strides he has made, John 
still experiences, in his words, feeling, “gun shy” when presenting his own music to 
others: 
   Part of the reason why I’m working on a solo trombone album is because I 
found a channel there and I have to finish. I feel like I need to do it because I’m 
excited about it. It seems that it sort of broke through something for me, being 
able to just be a little more present about what I’m presenting. I’m always the 
person in the band that gives all the cues, that remembers all the little details. I’m 
used to that directing role and being a good side man.  
 
Here John reveals the ways that teaching artistry has inspired his art-making process. He 
believes that being a teaching artist has helped him overcome his shyness: to be better on 
stage, and to be clear and dynamic with his body language. His pride in his work leads 





phenomenon. He quickly walks the claim back however, when I ask him if that includes 
all the musicians that he works with.  
   The one thing that’s important as a musician, if you’re going to be a freelancer, 
is to be careful what you say to certain people. If I’m on a [high profile 
performance] gig, I wouldn’t talk about my creative gigs with those people, and 
they wouldn’t want to hear about my work at Main Street Music Conservatory. 
That wouldn’t impress them. They’d be annoyed if I said that. Sometimes 
teachers at my schools ask, “where do you play?” if they hear me, and so then I 
tell them, so you sort of feel it out when you decide you want to reveal something. 
 
This additional scenario John describes here further exposes the apprehensions teaching 
artists sometimes experience in describing not only what they do, but to whom. The 
easiest self-descriptions happen with students. John tells them how he gets to, “see the 
world” with his trombone, and talks about being a professional musician in order to give 
his students a window into the life of someone who plays music for a living. In the course 
of playing for the kids and showing more of the “artistry” in his teaching work, his 
partnering teachers will sometimes ask where he plays and he notices they begin to take 
him more seriously as a true professional. It would seem that he is perceives that teachers 
have varying attitudes towards him about his performing and presence in the schools. He 
feels as though this helps take a little bit of pressure of the teaching aspect as well, but is 
concerned that if he focuses too much on his own artistry that teachers will not take him 
seriously: 
   As I’ve gotten to be a stronger teaching artist, I make more effort to talk with 
the teachers and to feel it out what kind of music they’re into. That also can open 
up a conversation about what I do. Sometimes they never ask, but I would never 
offer it as, “let me tell you about what I do,” because I feel like that would be 
disingenuous to talk about myself in that way. It’s not really why I’m there. 
 
John tells me that this is nearly the opposite of what he has encountered at his new job as 





include courting donors and explicitly making the effort to impress them with his résumé 
of professional activities. It is extremely important in this circumstance that he talk about 
his performance life as a means of establishing professionalism and respect. However, he 
has experienced tensions related to respect and trust with a partnering teacher he worked 
with recently, who he believes made it clear from day one that they were not going to be 
friends.  
John says he, “played it cool,” trying to get along without any help from this 
teacher, whom he describes as, “kind of a big, rough dude.” Week after week it went like 
this, until one day when John asked the teacher for some ideas for a beat. John was 
surprised when the teacher tapped out a beat for the class, and then wrote down the beat 
in standard music notation. The teacher said, “Yeah, I know how to read music.” John 
responded by telling him how cool that was, and little by little they began to talk. By the 
last class, the teacher asked John where he played and John revealed a bit of information 
about his professional activities as a performer. The teacher asked him more questions, 
and then John thinks he must have visited his website, because from then on even when 
they weren’t partnering in the same class, John would see this teacher in the hallways and 
would always offer him a friendly greeting and time to chat. In John’s words, the teacher, 
“became my best friend.” 
He thinks developing a rapport and partnership might have taken such a long time 
because in previous classes the teacher did not respond to invitations to participate until 
John tried an activity that he liked. The teacher had not revealed much about prior 
knowledge of music, even when asked directly. John said that he simply muttered 





communicated to John that he didn’t want to open up about it, so John let it go. He didn’t 
want to put the teacher on the spot, and so the discovery of what he had to offer took time 
to reveal.  
John says he interpreted the teacher’s treatment of him as being racially charged 
at first. In a school with an all-black faculty, John felt he might have been perceived as a, 
“white guy from the outside,” and that this teacher just wasn’t interested in talking to 
him. John claims that in the spirit of inclusion, he continued to make efforts to include the 
teacher in the conversation, and it wasn’t until the seventh visit that it worked. John 
perceived that the teacher didn’t trust him, and that he wasn’t feeling a connection to 
John’s work in the classroom at first. It took time for this trust to build, and that it wasn’t 
until the first concert that the teacher issued a compliment to John, saying he thought 
what the kids did was, “really cool.” 
John had been in the school for 10 sessions, the equivalent of two full weeks of 
school, but spread out over weekly visits for two and a half months. Encounters with his 
partners were few and far between; the development and nurturing of connections and 
collaborations happened at a rate that John perceived as running along a different 
timeline from opportunities he has had with performance colleagues in which gigs last 
over the course of a few consecutive hours or days. John reminds me that this story he 
has just told me about the partner teacher is one of five stories about partnership that he 
experienced while completing the residency. 
John’s story of forging bonds with a partner teacher prompts me to recall how 
alone I have felt when I am the one in the school who is visiting classrooms and 





a feeling of rejection that simply hurts when I sense the teacher either doesn’t want me in 
the room or is indifferent to the work I do. My better self knows not to take the distancing 
personally, but it is a struggle. I have to remind myself of what I know about the value of 
my work. I have to make a concerted effort persevere and accept that I may not be able to 
make inroads. I don’t expect that my work will be valued, or that a teacher will be happy 
that I’m there. I want to know if John also feels isolated at times, and he seems to think of 
isolation differently than I do:  
   Yeah, with the kids we’re going to make a connection. But it’s easy just to leave 
at the end of the day and I’m pretty sure most music teachers feel this way, and 
maybe a lot of teachers in general, knowing that you did good work but no one’s 
really going to know about that. It’s like when you feel proud of some work that 
you’ve done and you want to [show it]. It’s not that I’m looking for a pat on the 
back, but more like, “is there any way to document this thing that just happened?” 
It is really isolating. Being an artist is isolating in that way too, but I don’t think 
it’s necessarily negative. You have to make special efforts to talk to people, learn 
their names. Tell the principal what you’re doing. But it’s kind of like talking to 
my Dad: they don’t really understand it. It’s learning how to share it in a way that 
doesn’t make them feel like you’re talking over them or they wouldn’t understand 
what you’re saying. 
 
Here John’s comments harken back to Norah, who also spoke of struggling with 
partnership and knowing the names of her students. As a younger teaching artist 10 years 
ago, he didn’t have missions in mind with regard to how improving on his ability to relate 
to others. He would leave it to chance if he connected with the teachers, and he felt little 
if no connection to the school at all other than that. Over time he has learned through 
numerous professional development opportunities that he needs to think about 
partnership with his schools: 
   I think what’s isolating is that you show up, you do your thing, and you leave, 
what stopped me from just doing that was when I stopped thinking of it less like a 
gig and more like part of my art. And that’s also helped my gigs. Last night I 
played six songs that weren’t the hardest in the world, but it was me being an 






Here John uncovers how he has developed strategies to open up his conceptions of what 
both art and teaching mean to him, and he has fused these attitudinal shifts so that they 
inform one another. 
 He now believes that there is more in the minutiae of playing an easy gig than 
just his ability to play the notes in the right place at the right time, and has become more 
aware of aspects of his work as a band member through the process of revealing those 
same processes to students in his teaching artist work. I think this is a good place for us to 
stop our discussion for now, but John interrupts and says that there’s something he wants 
to add before he forgets. He returns to his story about the new organization he’s working 
for, and in which he was working with numerous teaching artists who also teach private 
lessons. The workshop he was assigned with them involved rhythmic activities that were 
designed around an experience that would prepare them to see a live work of art, and yet 
many of the questions he received from them afterwards were on the topic of doing this 
type of work in the private lesson. John noticed that these private instrumental music 
teachers wanted to talk about the intersection of workshops designed in the absence of 
goals related to improvement on an instrument.  
As we speak, John is recalling the day he was telling me about, but he is also 
reliving his education as a young trombonist. He believes the biggest mistake that private 
lesson teachers can make is to insist on mindless repetition; he is wanting to think about 
this more for himself than as a response to any question I’ve asked him. What seems to 
be spurring this story is the variety of experiences he has accumulated over time as both 






On the day of our last interview, John is in between a recording session and 
putting in some time in his role as Community Music School Director at The Main Street 
Music Conservatory, a local community music school that offers private lessons, theory, 
and ensemble classes. It has been a few weeks since John and I have spoken, and he has a 
lot to share. He’s excited that he and his wife just found a rent stabilized apartment, and 
are in the midst of moving right now. Not only does the apartment mean more space, it 
represents security and stability for his family. He exhales a huge sigh of relief in 
describing it. One of the things that has been on his mind for years is that has had 
problems over the years with his landlord telling him he cannot play in the house. He 
smiles in disbelief: “Everybody I know plays and teaches in their apartment!” 
The new environment and role of Director of Community Music at Main Street 
Music, is one I haven’t seen John in yet. I’ve seen him as a sideman, a teaching artist, at 
home with his children as a father and husband, but not yet in an administrative 
leadership role. At the Howard Center, where’s he’s been a teaching artist for nearly 12 
years, he knows the terrain of the institution. He has been at the school for 7 months, and 
while fairly experienced in administration, he has not had a role exactly like this before. 
I’m reminded of the juggling I watched him do on his gigs, when he switched back and 
forth so effortlessly between the trombone and the piano, in addition to all the other roles 
he was assuming that day. It’s on this point that we resume our conversation. 
John says he wasn’t always comfortable playing both instruments within a single 
gig, let alone a single song, but he learned to do it well because he had to. A few years 





shorten hours in the studio, and figure out how to record all the parts in less time, which 
meant less time for overdubs–the process by which layers of music are added to a basic 
track. He rearranged all the music to separate out the trombone and keyboard parts. It was 
terrifying at first, especially when make what he played feel meaningful.  
John describes a, “mindset” with one instrument that isn’t the same as the one he 
has for the other, and this is based on the roles that the instruments play in the band as 
much as the level of challenge in playing the instruments themselves. He needs to, “do a 
flip” in his brain every time he switches, and deals with it by trying to be present, taking 
deep breaths, and telling himself not to worry. Only on some occasions has his role as a 
keyboard player been so involved that it hurts him physically to switch to trombone. 
Brass players rely heavily on their instruments being warmed up, he tells me, and when 
he returns to it less frequently the instrument cools down and it can hurt to play: the 
transition is painful and uncomfortable when inconsistent, when the timing conflicts with 
the nature of the instrument. 
Jumping back and forth is something he also undertakes when it comes to style 
and genre in his performing life. Though his expertise is jazz, he loves variety and that 
teaching artistry has exposed him to numerous musical worlds that he would not have 
otherwise known. He does not claim expertise in any of them, but has enough experience 
to teach certain Brazilian and Balkan rhythms, a result of his playing with bands of those 
kinds as a freelancer. The solo set he has been telling me about includes a variety of 
genres, including one he doesn’t necessarily teach, but just loves: 80s pop. John feels 
attracted to other musicians who like variety as well. He has also learned about African-





Center, and now feels inspired and confident enough to include those forms more in his 
work as a solo player. 
John felt shocked, and even, “a little stupid,” when he began to learn about the 
wealth of material in the world of Spirituals and Blues in his early thirties, only because 
he can’t believe he didn’t know about it all before. Having grown up in the church, with 
his father a Southern Baptist, he couldn’t understand how this portion of culture was 
missing from his upbringing. When he was challenged to work within these genres in the 
classroom, he feels like his roots as a jazz freelancer helped him to survive: 
   I’m one of those musicians who… I feel like you can put me anywhere and I 
will figure it out. I like the challenge of not knowing what’s up, and then just 
jumping in and trying to sense what I need to do to fit in and sound good. 
 
Again, like Norah, we hear a narrative that is constructed of a perceived ability to 
negotiate new situations and ultimately to adapt to them. His musical heroes, John 
Coltrane and Bill Frisell, are those who branch out, being influenced by Indian Raga, 
American Country, and many others. There are moments, however, where he entertains 
the thought of specializing: only doing one thing and doing it really well. In moments 
when things are going well on a gig, or he finds himself getting really into a particular 
style, he wonders if he should focus and do that all the time. It never seems to happen 
though. John doesn’t believe he has the kind of focus to stay on one thing, not because he 
can’t focus but because he loves variety. John revels in this type of synthesis, where his 
artistry has been nurtured by his musical and pedagogical nomadicism. He recently made 
a very conscious decision to approach his latest solo gig more like a teaching artist than 





bring the show together, and thought of it in a similar fashion to his residencies, knowing 
he had very little time to get something done: 
   I wanted to challenge myself to take that teaching artist approach, that spirit 
where you have to write a composition now. I literally sat down and was like, 
“I’m going to write four pieces right now, and whatever comes out is the piece. 
I’m going to make them short and complex.” Part of the problem is that you can 
spend all this time writing music, and if you don’t rehearse it’s going to sound 
terrible. This allowed me to be really direct and clear. That’s the skill of the 
teaching artist: how do you get something quick, even when you’re generally in 
there as a guest? You lose momentum every week, every time you’re gone. 
Students are missing and you’re always playing catch up. You have to work 
efficiently and quickly and not feel like it’s hurting the creative process. 
 
Here John elucidates how he has figured out how to fuse his teaching artistry with his 
artistry in the pursuit of productivity, and that it has paid some decent dividends so far. 
He just doesn’t have time to sit and transcribe tunes all day; he needs to have jobs and 
earn money. When he has had to learn a new area of music in order to teach it, he, “digs 
in really hard and gets really into it.” John smiles widely in describing this process.  
John believes that one of the best support mechanisms that he has had in this 
endeavor comes from the flexibility he has in his teaching artist work. He is able to miss 
meetings, or use video conferencing to attend them, and he doesn’t receive too much 
pushback from his administrators about his scheduling needs. He believes that part of this 
happy arrangement comes from his being particularly conscientious about getting his 
work done. He must always be one step ahead of the details of his residencies, though 
this behavior, which he refers to as, “pre-crastinating,” has gotten him into trouble 
sometimes as he has gone around administrative protocols to do it. In his efforts to, “get 
things squared away,” he knows he has missed some important steps and been told that 





John requests of his organizations that he be the one to arrange his schedule with 
the schools in which he has residencies. He isn’t paid extra for this, but believes this level 
of control over his time to be invaluable: “I look at my calendar as Sudoku. I don’t want 
an administrator telling me when I’m supposed to be where I’m supposed to be.” In 
John’s analogy, the immovable numbers seem to be his priorities, whereas in mine, they 
would be the things I can’t change that I don’t have control over–the hard dates, the 
institutional or school demands.  
Since becoming an administrator, he now sees the “other side”–the 
administrator’s perspective. When we first began these interviews together, John had 
only just started his job at Main Street Music, so he’s had time to adjust and have enough 
experiences to lead him to this conclusion. Some of his previous tensions with 
administrators came from his perception that there was never a time when they truly 
seemed to understand what was going on for the teachers on a ground level. His goals at 
the community music school have been shaped by this experience. Therefore, he has 
made the move of transferring his entire studio of private students to the school in order 
to teach alongside his faculty, taking a large pay cut:  
   I want to feel the way it feels for them so I really understand. I meet with 
teachers a lot. I want to build that community of teachers that feel okay about 
reaching out to me about questions. But I don’t want to deal with every 
administrative little detail because that’s not useful. I want to support them in 
what they are teaching and their work with the students, not necessarily every 
little room change or makeup lesson and stuff like that. Right now, there’s very 
little protocol here about how stuff works, so I’m spending a lot of time making 
one.  
 
Here John spells out a strategy he has built in reaction to the administrative clashes he 
suffered as a younger teacher. He believes that the teachers at Main Street Music have 





organizations that support him by being flexible and understanding the performing 
schedules and needs of a professional musician. He can only think of one occasion in 
which a teaching artist organization was harsh when he had to extract himself from a 
commitment in order to accept a playing gig. It didn’t pay more, but musically it was 
exciting and something he felt he couldn’t pass up, whereas the work he was doing for 
The Howard Center felt like something that someone else could easily do; it felt, “sub-
able.”  
In his role at the community music school, John is learning the struggles of an 
administrator. He has been let down by some members of the faculty when they have 
made scheduling mistakes, and has become more understanding of how to offer 
supportive tools in order to assure smoothness for parents and students while also 
enabling flexibility for the teacher. John believes above all that the greatest way the 
organizations can support an artist are in being understanding about the challenges of 
balancing a life of performance: 
   Schedule is sacred. If you’re a freelancer, peddling your wares yourself with no 
management, putting yourself out there, you have to think about whether you’re 
going to take a gig based on if you can make it work or not. If there’s any 
flexibility, a performing teaching artist is going to take advantage of that. Not in a 
bad way, but in a good way. We’re going to be more forthcoming about setting 
our own schedules and goals, and maybe a little bit of that could rub an 
administrator the wrong way. It’s important for teaching artists to be sensitive to 
administrators, and administrators to teaching artists. 
 
Here John describes an ideal situation–a vision of compromise rather than contention. 
John has friends who tell him about, “disasters” between teaching artists and 
administrators that he believes are a result of poor communication and poor decision-





administrator wouldn’t allow him to diverge from the curriculum. The teaching artist, a 
percussionist, noticed that certain students seemed unmotivated to learn percussion and 
particularly motivated to play other instruments, which he allowed. When discouraged 
from this practice, the teaching artist quit. John doesn’t understand this lack of 
pedagogical flexibility, resisting adjustments to the curriculum even when in service of 
the larger mission of the organization.  
Hearing stories from his friends make John particularly grateful for the 
administrators that keep open lines of communication, and talk through any issues that 
they might be having. He tells me about a recent incident with an organization he has 
worked for called Classical Chamber Brass Project, in which he was asked to commit to a 
date for a final concert much earlier than he was comfortable doing, about nine months in 
advance. In resisting this commitment, John believes that his status as a part-time 
employee enables him. Administration insisted on a particular date in order to be able to 
invite certain dignitaries, but John was not comfortable since he was uncertain of how it 
might intersect with his work for other schools and his work as a freelancer. He felt this 
was an inappropriate request, and that he doesn’t make enough money with the 
organization to be, “locked in” this way. John has needed to schedule the exact same type 
of event with his faculty at the community music school, and because he needs to set the 
date, he is doing so with the expectation that not everyone will be able to be there. He’s 
uncertain that Classical Chamber Brass Project would be okay with it if he couldn’t be 
there for their final concert, and recognizes the irony of resisting even though he knows 
how important it was from the perspective of his administrators: 
   I was probably being a little unfair to them. I just think that everyone has to be 





important. Is it more important to have a final date set and risk the fact that I may 
not be there? Part of the work is having that conversation and being comfortable 
with both scenarios. 
 
John believes that while teaching artists and administrators who work with them can be 
extremely creative, both need to have clear boundaries about what is and is not 
negotiable. In his work at the Main Street Music Conservatory, he is currently developing 
protocols to give to teachers to help them sub out their work without causing problems 
for students and administration. We discuss whether those protocols represent an earlier 
theme we discussed, that of autonomy and trusting a teacher enough to handle it on their 
own. John is hoping to strike that balance between scaffolding that supports a performing 
teacher and being over controlling of how they operate. In the past, he hated when 
organizations didn’t provide oversight of his work, but now he appreciates it and feels as 
though it represents trust. Part of the attitude John holds with regard to the relationship 
between roles of administrator and teaching artist come from his belief that all artists, in 
some sense, have trouble with authority. He believes that communication can be what 
helps to nurture mutual understanding in this respect, but as he says this, it reminds me 
that intention and implementation often misalign.  
John isn’t sure how long he’ll do what he’s doing now. He’s happy and 
exhausted, and knows what this work means for him in terms of financial stability, career 
satisfaction, and fulfillment. Yet still he questions the sustainability of the endeavor. With 
two children, he needs to earn money to support his family, and he loves what he does. 
He is willing to go to great lengths to negotiate his schedule, and thrives from the sense 
of growth that teaching artistry has given him. The things that wear him down involve 





and as a teaching artist, and a sense of where he stands in his community in whatever 
terrain he is in at the moment. 
Analysis 
John’s journey over time to nomadic music teaching artistry has meant 
questioning and reflecting on his lived experiences as a performer, as an artist first. His 
younger self was following a dream of living and working in a creative scene of 
improvised musicians, a place to collaborate and make better music. His choices over 
time all reflect his desire for creative dialogical spaces for those with whom he would 
like to interact–the decision to open a studio and performance venue, the reflection on 
teaching with his jazz friends in a car on the way home from a long day of teaching, his 
desire for community, and his epiphanies about cultural and musical variety within the 
cultural non-profits and performance avenues that he pursues. It was clear from his 
stories about private teaching that John was experiencing a kind of burnout after 17 years, 
and so significantly reduced his studio by stopping teaching in private homes, as well as 
working in community music schools as a teacher where he felt unsupported. In 
discovering teaching artistry through the cultural non-profit, his enthusiasm has been 
reinvigorated, but his prior experiences have kept him alert and sensitive to what he 
perceives as an administrative need for dialogue and authentic inquiry into the realities of 
teaching. In his new role as a part-time administrator of other teachers, he has made a 
commitment to hearing teacher and teaching artist voices, to understanding their lives and 







Negotiating Revealing Himself to Others 
Now that my time with John has ended, it stands out to me just how conscious he 
is of the decisions he must make every day, particularly about when and how to reveal 
himself as an artist in his varying teaching environments. He must wrestle with the 
decision about how much to reveal about his artistry when it is not directly linked to his 
activities in the classroom. Should he keep a wall up about it and set boundaries in order 
to focus on the work? Or should he use it as an example of artistry with the intention to 
inform students about the professional opportunities of being a musician while possibly 
inspiring them to achieve these things themselves? If it is not discussed, how will 
students know this is a career path, especially when music may not be a part of their 
standard curriculum? 
Pursuing Partnership 
John needed seven visits before making a breakthrough with his teaching partner 
in which he discovered he could read and play music. While it may be tempting to say 
that John should have known sooner, I have found that asking teachers about their prior 
experiences with music has a wide spectrum of risks and rewards. Sometimes teachers 
have had a great deal of experience playing an instrument in their youth or even 
continuing on in their adult lives as amateurs. Some are proud to speak about it, while 
others express regret for having quit, wishing they had continued. Some have never had 
any exposure because the cutting of arts programs has left entire generations without 
opportunities to discover music, leading to a type of cultural amnesia (Wolf, 2000),, a 





they may have had strong negative reactions to encounters with music education (Booth, 
2009). I have experienced partnerships in which teachers have been highly motivated, 
prepared, and have treated me with respect, and also, as with John’s experience, I have 
worked with teachers who have not been even remotely interested in having me in the 
classroom. This can be especially difficult when it is for a program where teachers are 
downstream of the decision to be involved with the residency. They might feel as though 
it has been forced upon them, and that attitude can carry over into work in the classroom. 
I make no claims as to percentages or other data that substantiate this phenomenon. I 
speak only from my own experience in 15 years of partnering with classroom teachers as 
a teaching artist.  
The Compensatory Nature of Music 
For John, the excitement of teaching in fresh and exciting ways seems to represent 
a kind of compensation for any hardships he has faced along the way (McLain, 2005). 
John articulates time after time how excited he is to be doing this work. Music teachers 
seem to handle burnout better than teachers of other subject because there’s something 
about music that makes up for the challenges that accompany it (McLain, 2005). I’ve 
only been a teaching artist for about five years longer than John, but from my position as 
the principal investigator of this study, musical enjoyment as compensation raises 
concerns about the misappropriation of meaningful experiences serving to counterbalance 
economic hardship, and reminiscent of neoliberalist narratives of autonomy and freedom 
as compensatory (Allsup, 2015; Moore, 2016; Schwartz, 2016). As mentioned in Chapter 
IV, Norah was paid a meager annual salary that did not cover her cost of living, and yet 





to my life as an artist, and feel and share that same energy that is present in a room full of 
teaching artists, where does this fulfillment intersect with sustainability? I wonder about 
fulfillment as currency. In Chapter VI we will see the story of a teaching artist who 
ultimately resigned from a well-paid teaching job with a cultural organization because it 
was no longer sustainable for her.  
John is someone who has significantly reduced his private teaching to pursue 
being a teaching artist, while Norah is someone who went right into teaching artistry and 
would like to be a model for a peripatetic life; embodying and embracing the figure of the 
Knowledge Nomad (Pittinksy & Shih, 2014). Teaching may bring fulfillment to 
performers in classroom settings (Abeles & Hafeli, 2012), but can fulfillment be offered 
by an employer as currency? In performance, freelancers are often asked to play for free 
or for the joy of the experience. While teaching artists appreciate the gratification and 
growth that seems to come with their experiences, they may forgo questioning their 
circumstances because they are happy to be working. Research shows that pay inequities 
exist in teaching artist compensation structures already (deBarros, 2018), and that 
teaching artists perceive a significant lack of resources to do their work (Reeder, 2010). 
What can these stories of fulfillment and frustration tell us about the choices teaching 
artists make? About knowing what may affect us without even realizing that it does? 
Tensions with Administration, Rules and Protocols 
John’s story explicates the challenges for the nomadic teaching artist to get to 
know the concerns and needs of administrators. I personally feel tension when 
administrators don’t seem to be understanding of my needs as a part-timer. In my work as 





without it. I want to be understanding of administrative needs, but not being in the office, 
it is difficult to keep up with what those might be.  
A recent scenario in my own teaching artist work in which I had some tensions 
with administration over a new requirement to submit a very long curriculum plan with a 
turnaround time of four days and only two short planning meetings with teachers in order 
to create it. In addition to this, it was necessary that I put the plan into a template which 
required me to answer questions about the curriculum while formatting in a time-
consuming way. It’s not that I didn’t believe the structure was helpful, but to make it look 
ready for submission was a process unto and of itself.  I just was not able to construct it in 
the required time frame, and so rather than admit this, I just did not submit it on time at 
all. Instead, I skipped the deadline, waited a few days, and then wrote an apologetic email 
in order to let administration know that it was on the way. As a compromise, I offered my 
unformatted plan which had all the required content, but not in the compulsory template. 
One administrator took me up on the offer, while the other did not. I began to get anxious 
about what it would mean if I failed to meet these new demands, while also resentful of 
the tremendous number of uncompensated hours this would be adding to my workload.  
I began teaching without the feedback of the administrators, and indeed was not 
able to finish the 19-page plan until nearly the last three weeks of the residency. When I 
finally did hand it in, I received a kind email that said, “please let us know anything we 
can do to support you in the creation of these plans.” I appreciated that I did not get in 
trouble for what I considered to be somewhat of a transgression, but at the same time, I 
found this question was vague and unhelpful. I felt as though this formatting was to make 





how they needed to know what I was doing in order to uphold the standards they have, 
and I agree with that to an extent. I also believed there was an entire story of creating this 
plan that also involved my partnership with the teachers who were supposed to be 
creating it with me, but would have no role in this formatting or finalization. The plan 
was also contingent on their feedback, and often not able to be finished without them 
knowing where they would be in their curriculum. There were many moving parts.  
 I felt daunted by the task of explaining all of this; I did not have time. However, if 
I fail to tell my administrators the realities of my teaching circumstances, how will they 
ever know? I made the choice to sit down and take 2 hours to draft an explanation that I 
hoped might reveal something to them, and it was met with great appreciation. Yet, the 
initial requirement was handed down devoid of qualifications, and without understanding 
of what it would mean in real time. The question, “how can we support you?” is not 
always a useful one if one does not know what one really needs. I did not know what I 
needed, until I made the time to consider it through a deep reflective experience.  
In my opinion, communication is important, much the way that practicing an 
instrument is important, and as with practice the number of hours spent is not as 
important how they are spent. Research shows that the self-regulation required for 
practice is far more problematic than the motivation to do so (Miksza, 2006). Students 
reported not knowing how to spend their time on an instrument when they were away 
from teachers, despite wanting to make valuable use of their time away from lessons. So 
how do we enhance better self-regulation of communication between teaching artists and 
administrators to pursue knowing what one another needs in the teaching artist 





might our practice of self-regulation as artists bring to our teaching practice with regard 







VI – DIANA: A TEACHING ARTIST FOR TWENTY YEARS 
 
I’m late. It’s embarrassing, but I can’t find parking in Diana’s neighborhood. 
Rather than meet at an office, rehearsal space, school, or café, I’m out here on the street 
bumping up against street cleaning rules, meters, and delivery trucks. I slide into a spot 
by inching behind a furniture truck, a decision I know I’ll regret later, but I have to get to 
this meeting. Diana, my participant, is home for only a few hours and I need to see the 
space she has described to me over the phone.  
She answers the door, and I’m greeted by the smell of coffee. There are lattes 
waiting for us in the kitchen and a chocolate babka from a local bakery. She gives me a 
hug and I’m struck by the kindness she seems to radiate, as though she’s happy for me to 
be there and to talk about her life. Diana shares the small two-bedroom apartment with 
her husband, also a freelance musician, and their young son, who I learn has special 
needs. His colorful room is neat with signs of hobbies and musical interests, a drum kit, 
keyboard, tons of books, and art supplies. Diana and her husband’s bedroom serves as 
both office and sleeping space. Musical scores are stacked neatly on a chaise at the end of 
the bed that doubles as a music library, and there are folding stands neatly arranged in the 
corner by desk that seems designed for managing a household, stacked with bills and 
mail. The living rooms triples as dining room, music studio, and play area.  
Diana and her husband bought this apartment a long time ago; it was a goal for 
them to own rather than rent as it represented a semblance of a normal, stable life. Diana 





were both born and raised in a city and moved to the suburbs for the schools. Diana’s 
school district is well-known for having one of the strongest music programs in the area, 
and it was there that she selected the violin as her first musical instrument at the age of 9. 
She was making music long before, though, as her father was an amateur singer who had 
a collection of over 50 instruments in their house and who would blast Beethoven on big 
brown Seventies-style speakers at all times. Diana would improvise at the piano from the 
age of five, and recalls this experience as being one of the earliest ways she remembers 
having a voice as a child.  
She describes herself as always, “the biggest, tallest, smartest girl” in her class, 
and as she grew up was teased and bullied relentlessly for being socially awkward and 
overweight. Her face grows sad and matter-of-fact as she relays these details, and I try to 
imagine what it must have been like for her to be tormented in this way. I think of a time 
when someone spit on me on a school bus because I was carrying a violin, and from then 
on, I had to hide it under my coat for fear of being labeled a, “music nerd.” I was teased 
for not dressing right, for having messy, tangled hair, but I was never shamed about my 
body, and I can only imagine what affect this has had on her in the long term.  
Being big was why Diana’s music teachers handed her a cello, and after two 
months, told her parents to get her private lessons. Eventually she was earning 
opportunities to perform in school system orchestras and traveled with her youth 
symphony to Australia, Tasmania, and New Zealand at the age of 14, giving her a 
lifelong travel bug. She then attended The Hamilton Conservatory of Music, and it was 
there, during her senior year, that she discovered a course that claimed it could teach her 





fellowship. Coming from a poor family, Diana needed the work. She’d always had a job 
throughout her entire life. At age 11 she began delivering newspapers, at 14 she served 
food at a local mall, and all through college, work study was how she afforded her 
lessons and tuition. Her private teacher would often chastise her for working more than 
she practiced.  
Diana also enrolled in the course because she wanted to tackle her apprehension 
about speaking in public. At the time, she was still conscious of feeling overweight and 
isolated, and did not socialize much with her colleagues. She describes shyness mixed 
with crippling anxiety in performance presentations, and wanted to conquer her fears. 
After a semester taking the class, she was awarded the fellowship that placed her in a 
middle school where she would bring music lessons to inner-city children. She had never 
taught before, but had complete control over the development of the content, influenced 
by what she had learned in her class. Diana had to build 25 modules from scratch, and it 
was in this context that she found herself learning what the term teaching artist was and 
experiencing the role for the first time.  
While she enjoyed the work, and was learning how to stand up in front of people 
and present, she experienced tensions with her students and the teachers with whom she 
worked. There were no planning meetings to decide material, and she tells of a time when 
a student said to her, “why do I care about dead white guy music?” a question of 
relevance with which she has since struggled. She had difficulties with classroom 
management, experiencing a wide variance in teaching environments in which her 
partners were sometimes a strong collaborative presence and where they were less so. 





she got her first job as a teaching artist for a cultural organization, The Rosen Center for 
Music and Visual Art. She skipped the initial training required of most applicants, 
jumping to the front of the line because of her experience teaching in the schools under 
the fellowship, which was supervised by a Rosen Center teaching artist. 
In her first assignment for the Rosen Center, she had to work with a kindergarten 
class for the first time and recalls feeling unprepared to do so because of a lack of 
experience with young children. She sought advice from a more experienced colleague 
who advised, “little bits of 10 minutes,” meaning that the kids would likely focus better 
in shorter length activities. Diana felt as though her partnering teacher could see her 
discomfort, and her fears were confirmed when the partner subsequently told Diana in no 
uncertain terms, “you don’t know what you’re doing.” 
Before I knew how to delicately solicit the support and assistance of teachers in 
the classroom, a teacher in a first-grade class made a similar remark to me. She would 
make comments about what I was doing wrong, and then tell me it was my job to make 
clearer instructions and communicate with the kids. And she was right about that, but she 
also might have helped me to rephrase instructions and assist with classroom 
management within my limited time with the students. None of these items were 
discussed in our time together, because I had not learned how to address them, and I 
didn’t want to seem “green” and inexperienced in doing my job. I put my head down and 
made myself try to figure it out. I was also afraid to tell my administrators that I was 
struggling as I thought it might make them regret hiring me and not give me other 
assignments. Looking back, I think they would have helped me in whatever I needed, but 





dichotomy that existed in my mind alone. I tell Diana about the similar experience and 
we talk about how 20 years later, our older, more experienced selves now know how we 
could have avoided these scenarios. But then Diana looks out the window and I notice 
tears:  
   I’m just realizing that there were so many times in my life where I was not 
empowered… to grow up the tallest, fattest, smartest kid in the room as a girl is 
bad. It just is. You’re treated so badly. People treat me differently if I gain five 
pounds. I walked out of a lesson once, crossed the street, and a driver leans out 
the window and says, “where the f**k you going, you fat bitch?” That’s been so 
much of my time, and when I teach in schools through The Rosen Center, and I 
get shat on… It’s only in the last couple years I had the courage to leave things 
that are undermining what I can do. 
 
So much is happening at once here, in this moment. In my opinion, Diana may be 
conflating the cruelty and insults of a society that shames women for their body types 
with the treatment she has perceived as negative in her experiences with schools and 
cultural organizations. And yet, she is standing up for herself in calling out these 
moments, these vignettes in her life that have added up to her feeling limited. She is 
saying that something is wrong for her, that there are environments that make her feel 
badly about who she is, and that it’s better if she decides not to work there. Diana has 
recently resigned from The Rosen Center after working there for 18 years, and I hope she 
will tell me what precipitated her resignation. 
What is it that she is giving up in leaving? When she first began, Diana saw 
teaching artist work mostly as income, as a skill she could build, and as a creative outlet 
where she hadn’t had one in a long time. As a child, she improvised all the time; she 
wrote music and even won a composition competition in high school. But when she 
attended conservatory, her creative outlets fell away. Learning her instrument was about 





competent performer. She didn’t compose, and didn’t feel as though she was creating 
anything new or original. Her experiences in teaching artistry transcended that sense of 
stagnation. As she developed creative compositional activities for her students, she began 
to rediscover her own imagination as a composer, recalling a previous love that had gone 
undeveloped and unfulfilled. Realizing she needed more pedagogical development, she 
voluntarily signed up for the training she initially skipped at the Rosen Center: she knew 
she had a lot to learn. Over time, and with supportive professional development, her skills 
as a teacher grew as she learned how to make her work more student-centered, and 
learned how to develop more engaging and personally relevant activities for both her 
students and their teachers. 
Diana believes helping others find their own creative voices represents a way of 
empowering them, and she enjoys, “being of service” in that way. She loves planning her 
lessons, asking herself how she will get a group of people from one place to the next. Her 
happiness in helping others extends to the running of a small business she began shortly 
after her graduation from college that is dedicated to organizing musical ensembles for 
events. She enjoys the process of asking herself what she needs to do to respond to the 
needs of a client, an event, and the musicians she is hiring. The inventiveness she feels 
she has experienced in her teaching artist and small business work contrasts to certain 
experiences she has had as a performer. Diana describes the experience of playing music 
written by others as having an interpretive demand, but not being the one to have written 
the notes, not expressing what she has to express through her own music, makes her feel 
as though she is, “just doing a job.” She is grateful for how teaching artistry has revived 





performing her own works.  In this chapter, we will see how she has pieced together 
performance and teaching, and perhaps most of all, has learned to know herself. 
Playing for Georgina 
When I meet with Diana this afternoon, it is raining and very cold. She enters the 
lobby of a wealthy apartment building, carrying a bag, wet umbrella, and her cello. As we 
ride up in the elevator, I learn that she knows the doorman by his first name; she asks him 
about his vacation and how he’s been doing lately. We ride to the 16th floor, a penthouse, 
and a caretaker named Olivia answers the door. The apartment is very dark, with only the 
daylight from the windows streaming in. Olivia directs us to the dining room, where a 
small, frail woman is sitting in a wheelchair, slowly eating a piece of toast. Diana breezes 
in with energy that seems out of place in the space. She leans down and gives the quiet 
woman, Georgina, a kiss. 
Georgina is in her nineties and has suffered a stroke, leaving her right side 
paralyzed. She used to be a very accomplished violinist, but gave up her own career in 
order to focus on her family. I learn from Diana that her family didn’t expect her to live 
this long. She lives alone in the apartment and has visitors nearly every day. Diana has 
been brought in by Sounds Around Town, a non-profit organization whose mission is to 
service homebound people who would otherwise not be able to attend live music 
concerts.  
Diana quickly takes out her cello, tunes, and stands at the end of the dining room. 
She launches into Bach’s Prelude from the first cello suite in G Major. Diana comments 
to me that she is using her baroque bow because she and Georgina both think it sounds 





Georgina to see her reaction to each piece. Georgina says nothing, and from where I am 
positioned it is impossible to see her face, but certain pieces seem to get Georgina to 
move a little bit. Diana’s playing is thoughtful and experimental. She doesn’t give 
distanced renderings, but plays with passion and phrasing, as though she hears and sees 
numerous possibilities for each work. In between each piece, Diana talks to me about her 
choices. Even though I have let her know I am only there to observe, she continuously 
engages me. She makes disclaimers about needing more practice time and laments that 
she has to sometimes play pieces, “on the fly.” She begins the E-flat Suite and Georgina 
immediately starts moving, almost dancing; her movements increase in intensity as the 
pitch rises. After the fourth or fifth piece, Diana pauses and asks Georgina if she has been 
going outside and if anyone has come this week to work on her hand with her. Her hand 
is gnarled and needs someone else to massage it to keep the muscles from atrophying 
completely. Georgina speaks for the first time, and says, “yes… Tuesday.” She doesn’t 
speak again. 
Diana plays a piece with some fluttering 32nd notes, and Georgina seems to twitch 
and trill along with them each time they return: “I credit Georgina with [my] being able 
to play all of my solo shows because I’ve been standing up and playing for her every 
week for the last year and a half,” she says to me, smiling, “and then we have our favorite 
that we play.” I think it’s interesting that she has said, “we” here. Many of Diana’s 
comments have led me to sense that she thinks of this concert as a joint effort.  
As she finishes the last piece, she walks away from the music stand and gives 
Georgina another big hug. Diana seems extraordinarily invested in making sure this is 





Georgina to engage with the music and with her own expertise as a string player. Diana 
invites opinions and feedback from her, and I learn later that there are weeks when 
Georgina talks a lot, and some like this one where Georgina says virtually nothing.  
As we exit, Diana tells me the back story of Georgina’s life, repeating that her 
performance success of late is because of the consistency of getting up weekly to play a 
“set” for one person whose opinions she has grown to care about. Diana has a planning 
meeting with teachers for an upcoming residency that we must travel to next. We stop at 
a café where she sits down to look at her phone and check in with the rest of her life. 
Diana’s parents have taken her son to school and will also be picking him up and 
watching him until Diana comes home, as her husband is out of town performing. 
We have only been at the café for five minutes when Diana pops up and says, 
“okay, we gotta go,” and marches toward the door. It’s still raining quite hard when we 
arrive at the school, Flint Academy. We proceed upstairs and a program manager from 
The Rosen Center is already there to meet her. He has set up the video equipment she will 
need and has brought some paperwork. Diana takes a folder out of her bag and begins to 
arrange the documents inside, information about the artists they will be working with, 
into neat piles, like a chef setting their mise en place.  
Teachers trickle in slowly, even though the 3:30 start time has come and gone.  
Diana introduces herself first by talking about herself as an artist, a cellist, and a 
composer, and then describes herself as a teaching artist who has been with The Rosen 
Center for more than 17 years now, and begins to use phrases like, “I know this work. I 
get it. I’ve done this a lot…” interspersed with understanding phrases to the teachers such 





high stakes testing you must prepare for... .” She seems like she is trying to skip ahead to 
letting the teachers know that she understands how to navigate this work with experience 
and authority. She reassures them that she’s there to be a good partner, maintaining a 
knowing smile. It seems genuine but with a hint of a smirk, as though she is trying to say 
that she knows this situation is challenging for teachers who already have so much to do. 
She asks for any concerns from the teachers, but they remain quiet. Three of the 
teachers are on their phones throughout the course of the meeting. Diana plays a video of 
the concert the kids are going to see, and at first the teachers don’t say much. There are 
many pauses. The energy in the room seems low, so Diana asks some questions and 
rephrases to get them speaking. At one point, she discovers that her main partner teacher 
is not in the room, the one with whom she will be doing the most number of classes. She 
says to the coordinator of the program that the teacher really should be in this meeting to 
plan the unit, and is told that the teacher is with students right now, so that it’s not 
possible. Diana doesn’t react outwardly to this information, but moves on with the 
discussion. 
The rain outside becomes stronger and it has also begun to get dark; things are at 
a bit of a low point. Some of the teachers are chatting with one another while Diana is 
trying to talk, but she doesn’t seem at all bothered by that. Little by little, teachers 
volunteer information and conversation begins about potential activities they could 
design together at their next meeting. One teacher offers some help with regard to how 
she could download videos for the kids to watch from YouTube to get around the school 
firewall, which thrills Diana as access to online resources is often restricted in schools. 





meeting brings more productive ideas. One idea seems to create momentum and soon 
everyone has shared something. When it’s time to dismiss at 5 PM, the coordinator stays 
after to address the issue of the missing partner teacher with Diana, and they agree on 
how difficult it can be to plan a unit of study when the teacher is absent.  
Diana has used large poster chart paper to document the notes of the meeting, 
which she then collects to put in her bag, saying she will transcribe them and distribute 
them to the partner teachers that same night as soon as she gets home. After the meeting, 
we search for a spot to have an interview in which I want to ask Diana about her 
perceptions of how the day went. The rain has intensified into a full downpour, and we 
are drenched. 
Unpacking the Day of Performance and Teaching 
We settle into a corner table in the back of the bar, and I ask how Diana met 
Georgina in the first place. Through a mutual friend who runs a concert series for the 
elderly and homebound, Diana was paired up with Georgina because of Georgina’s past 
as a violinist. She grew up in France and fled to the United States to escape the Nazis 
during World War II.  Born at a time in which young women didn’t pursue careers in 
major orchestras, she married instead and raised four children, teaching violin out of her 
apartment. Diana sighs about the limitations she perceives Georgina faced as a woman of 
a different generation.  
Diana has visited Georgina over 75 times over the course of the last year and a 
half. During that time, Georgina has expressed that she prefers to hear Diana only play 
Bach. As there are only six suites for solo cello, this means that Diana has repeated much 





opportunity to stand up in front of someone who knows music, and play a full 45 
minutes. Georgina has given her feedback, so Diana thinks the recitals have been more 
like lessons. She also believes that she is more invested in Georgina as a member of her 
audience. She tells me many details of Georgina’s life: when her hand doctor comes, how 
her family treats her, and how sometimes she has heard Georgina’s full-time caretakers 
talk down to her. She seems to have concerns past what she might show for a single 
audience member among dozens or hundreds that she might encounter in a less intimate 
situation. 
Looking back, Diana recognizes the performing has represented several 
opportunities, some of which she believes she hasn’t fully taken advantage of. She could 
have used it as an opportunity to practice memorizing the six suites, but instead she has 
formed her attitude more around the idea of getting up and being a soloist. I’m reminded 
of the crippling anxiety she described battling throughout her life. Diana feels badly if 
she doesn’t sound good, and believes Georgina perceives her as not playing to her full 
potential when that happens. I think about what it means for teaching artists who perform 
to know and to feel known by those with whom they interact. These two women seem to 
know important things about each other, and it is impossible to ignore that this performer 
-audience relationship also has a reciprocal relationship of teacher-student. But it is 
Georgina who is both the audience and the teacher, and Diana the performer and the 
student here. Diana has shared her musical life and accomplishments as a composer with 
Georgina. While admitting she might be reading into it too much, she interprets the 
excitement Georgina shows as, “a sign of profound pride at another woman having her 





While I saw Georgina display some energy during Diana’s performance earlier that day, I 
can’t imagine hearing her articulate any of this. She barely said two words during the 
entire time Diana was there, and so this narrative appears to be a way of connecting as 
musicians, but also as women, wives, and mothers. 
Playing for Georgina has had a significant impact on Diana’s artistry, especially 
in the area of live solo performance, in which Diana perceives she has always faced a 
deficit. She appreciates the pressure. As a soloist, Diana prepares in order to pursue flow, 
“being in the zone.” Playing solo is different than her wedding or corporate gigs, where 
she feels as though she is on autopilot because after 20 years it is easy for her. She is less 
invested in meaning and more in profit. Though I recall observing her performing at a 
wedding, and she appeared to be fully committed–playing with high energy and a 
positive attitude even if nobody was watching her in the traditional audience sense, and 
even if she had initially taken the work for the money. She may not love every moment of 
it, but she finds many moments to love. She loves to play and improvise with other 
musicians. Throughout all of these instances, Diana maintains that what really determines 
her perception of the quality is not only the repertoire she is playing, but the people 
whom she is with.  
Having seen this investment in Georgina, I wonder what happens when an artist 
has an experience that is moving, meaningful, imbued with purpose, investment, and 
care, and then packs up and leaves to go plan with partner teachers. What happens in 
between these two dramatically different demands? Diana tells me that she felt 
reinvigorated upon our walk to the school today, but mainly because I was there and she 





just spent the entire transitional time on her phone checking in with family, making sure 
her son was home from school, and replying to work emails: 
   Whenever I have a spare minute, I want to make sure that the grandparents are 
picking my son up from school, see how my husband’s doing. He’s out of town 
playing a gig himself right now. My son leaves for school at 7:00 a.m., and with 
me working like this today, I’m only going to see him when I put him to bed. And 
for some days, that’s totally fine. The reality is that I’m actually less tired working 
than if I was at home. It takes a lot more energy to be around a kid. Even though 
hopping from gig to gig seems strenuous, I’m only worried about myself. 
Whereas when I’m home we’re always negotiating. Talking, laughing, pestering 
him to do his homework, take a bath. That’s actually more exhausting. So, 
running from gig to gig, I don’t mind at all. It gives me structure. 
 
Here Diana outlines a set of family-related concerns that include looking after her 
husband and young son, who is autistic and has particular needs that arise from his 
condition. She is concerned about pacing her energy, and a type of social taxation, but 
she also articulates tensions related to autonomy and control: 
   I’d rather jump from gig to gig and have moments that are purely to myself. I 
guess it’s a control thing. I can pace myself accordingly, and while I need to 
check my phone, I’m in control of how I react to my phone, work emails, and 
texts. I can choose to take action or not. At home with a kid, you don’t have that 
choice. 
 
Here, interactions framed as dynamics in the most literal sense, as “energies,” seem to 
mean a great deal to Diana. She is focused on how her interactions with others, including 
her family, impact her own energy. Diana’s honesty about preferring to work than be at 
home with family is an attitude for which women are still so often criticized. She knows 
this criticism all too well, having experienced it from presenters and administrators who 
comment on her busy schedule, suggesting that it must be, “so hard” when her career 
takes her away from her family. 
Diana believes that within the walls of the organizations that hire her, nobody, 





recent teaching situations, Diana believes she is working with kids with whom she has 
very little in common. Her strategy to make her residencies work involve sitting amongst 
them, treating them as peers, and having close and sometimes confidential conversations. 
She tries to set up the expectation that she will be a friend and listener; she is curious 
about what they have to say.  
Being a friend is a method she extends to her partnering teachers. Diana’s main 
concern is summoning up the energy to interact with people that she knows may not be 
fully motivated to participate in what she is there to teach. For her first social interaction, 
she makes a point of letting teachers know that she has been doing this work for nearly 
20 years, she understands how hard their jobs are, and she hopes to help make it easier 
for them. This is an attempt to get them on her side, because she is committed to being on 
theirs, even before meeting them. She believes this is a more successful approach than 
coming in and working under the assumption that they will be on board just because 
somewhere up the administrative chain-of-command, it has been decided that they will be 
working together. She hopes to relax her partners enough to make them feel as though 
they can provide input, that she is, “coming from a place of concern, and not a place of 
“I’m the expert and you should enjoy what I do,” she says. This reveals what Diana 
articulates as an additional concern, not just doing her teaching job well, but building, 
negotiating, and maintaining relationships. 
The Orchestra Rehearsal 
Morning. Another rain storm and another café. Diana is on her way to an 
orchestral rehearsal. She has only a little time to talk since she is sitting in the principal 





and review several difficult passages and solos. However, Diana is adamant about 
carving out time for coffee in her work day.  
When I meet Diana this time she is fully dressed for a concert she has later in the 
day, separate from the rehearsal we are going to. Her week has been a whirlwind. She 
spent most mornings teaching pre-concert sessions on the evolution of classical music for 
a small rural chamber orchestra, and then raced home each afternoon to finish a piece for 
a composition competition. She was able to finish two weeks ahead of schedule, mainly 
motivated by an additional commission for a prestigious concert series that is happening 
just a month later. She has only written one orchestral piece in the past. Almost as an 
exercise, she forced herself to write the piece to get into the flow of a workday where she 
would only compose, but also because she wanted to submit a piece for a series of 
readings sponsored by a local orchestra. While the work was not accepted, she still felt 
the time was valuably spent as practice being a composer writing for large ensembles.  
Diana has also been busy getting ready for a performance of her solo show, which 
took place at a local multifunctional venue. She speaks with excitement about how well-
received her music was, mainly because there were over 100 people in attendance, and 
she didn’t know most of them–that is to say, they were not close friends or family coming 
to support her personally. She also loved the fact that she was paid a percentage of the 
receipts from ticket sales, but she spent the majority of that money in advance of the 
show on advertisements. Out of the $500 she was paid, she walked away with $200. In 
the week leading up to this performance, she was busily finishing her two commissions, 
and wants me to know about, “just Monday” as an example of moving around a lot. She 





compose, then went to a rehearsal with a musician who is recording a piece of hers, and 
by 8 p.m. was at a local university recording an interview for a radio show. By 10:30, she 
drives over to the person who re-hairs her bows as she has no other time in the week and 
will need her bow in top form before playing her recital on the coming Friday. She goes 
to bed at 12:15 a.m., and wakes at 6:15 to get her son off to school the next day.  
Several more hectic days lead up to the big Friday show, and within that time she 
forced herself to wake up early and compose for an hour and a half each morning as soon 
as her son would leave for school, finishing by 8:30 so that she could leave for her school 
residencies. She also had quite a few events to arrange music for through her small 
business, with some being as far away as Atlanta, so she found herself on the phone and 
on email quite a bit during the breaks she would have. She spent late afternoons at bars 
composing during happy hours. Diana loves a good happy hour. She seems to have an 
encyclopedic knowledge of the locations of all the best ones within a three-block radius 
of wherever she’s working, and has several favorites she frequents when she’s in between 
jobs. With so much time in between teaching and evening commitments, she has 
developed a routine of leaving her schools and finding some kind of treat for herself that 
helps her decompress from the long first half of her work day. During these times she is 
recharging before diving back into her productive hours.  
On Friday, the day of the big concert, she had meant to compose all day before 
leaving for the venue, but then had to be on an unexpected phone call when an 
opportunity arose for her to compose a piece for a Grammy-award-winning ensemble. 
Diana learned they have almost no budget for her, but was told that this could be a, “pre-





decisive moment, asking herself, “do I invest time and money in this?” She would be able 
to get to know this ensemble and learn how to write for them for future opportunities, and 
this is a kind of intimacy she wants; collaboration with a group from the start. She’s 
frustrated that this concert would be taking place out West, and there is no budget for a 
plane ticket or a hotel room, so she finds herself negotiating to make the circumstance 
work for her. Diana makes a deal to get herself included on the concert program as a 
soloist, so that she plays her own works in addition to having the commissioning 
ensemble perform the new piece. “That’s usually my bargaining power, if I’m working in 
a situation where I’m not getting paid,” she says. She looks up at the clock and says, “we 
gotta go.” 
Diana is one of the first to arrive at 9:40, with the only other players there being 
the typical early birds: percussionists and those that carry heavier instruments that require 
lots of tuning. Before unpacking her cello, Diana makes a point of greeting her colleagues 
with hugs. She begins to warm up, and I see her fingers rehearsing the technique of 
sliding all the way to the top of her fingerboard in order to reach ghostly-sounding 
harmonics. She begins to play fast passages, almost hyper focusing in contrast to others 
that are not in the principal “hot seat.” As the start time approaches, people begin to pour 
into the room. Diana blows a kiss to a friend in the violin section, and offers a smile. 
They say nothing to each other, but I can see what’s at work here–she needs to practice, 
but wants to make sure to acknowledge her community. Her hands continue to move up 
and down the instrument even as her stand partner takes her seat, and they undertake a 





have her full concentration at the moment, it seems the value here is simply in getting her 
fingers warm.  
At 9:59 she starts to dig in furiously, blocking out everyone else, with only 
precious seconds left to review. The orchestra tunes promptly at 10:00 a.m., and they 
commence playing the first movement, a spritely allegro filled with mixed meters. All 
the while, Diana is moving her body to emphasize these metric changes, nodding on 
downbeats in order to keep her place. She never stops moving, stretching and straining 
her neck and eyebrows to match moments in the music. The eyebrows go up during 
ritards, and sink on downbeats in time with her head nods. When the orchestra stops, the 
principal violist consults with Diana to coordinate a bowing, and she smiles at him even 
before the question is asked. She seems to be working hard to appear approachable, to 
interact easily with her colleagues. As they resume, this dancing and bobbing continues 
as Diana keeps her eyes on the music. She’s counting along and moving so as not to get 
lost–it’s vital that the principal of a section show leadership in this sense. In between 
playing, she grabs her pencil in order to put in markings such as articulation changes and 
bowings. When they stop again, the composer speaks to address a question about how to 
play something, and Diana fully turns her body to listen and offer her eyes, like what I’ve 
heard classroom teachers describe as, “full-body listening.” She seems to offer a much 
higher level of engagement than the rest of the orchestra, other players don’t show the 
same body language as she does. They lean back in their chairs by contrast, making no 
particular effort to communicate interest. She asks some clarifying questions to the 
conductor, but I get the sense that she is learning as she observes those around her and 





put in to practice it beforehand. Every moment is used to count, move, mark, review, 
shape, confirm, redo, revise. She reaches down and drinks water every few moments, like 
an athlete. 
When they reach a section that is particularly groove-based, Diana’s engagement 
is in full swing: her eyes looking and showing, her body leading, creating a calm illusion 
that playing is easy and natural; that it just flows. I say illusion because of how much 
work I perceive she is doing, based on my own experiences playing in orchestras. I know 
from speaking to Diana that groove-based music means a lot to her, so I think about 
groove as a metaphor for what she is doing with her life. Not the most original thought, I 
realize, but it seems important. The groove of this piece is 5/8, an odd meter–the main 
motif is then displaced so that the orchestral gestures appear to be executed in stretto: at 
different times and overlapping. Melody is interrupted alternatively by moments of 
frenetic activity and placidity–a metaphor for everything Diana has just told me about her 
week. It reminds me that despite the presence of discernible patterns, form is not 
predictable. Discontinuities, interruptions, and other subtleties of timing keep us on our 
proverbial toes, often amongst great dissonance and with prolonged periods without 
resolutions. Had I not just one hour earlier been reflecting with Diana on these issues, I 
might not have heard the piece in this way, but watching Diana rehearse it creates a 
synergy for me between her performing, teaching, and cumulative experiences. Here she 
is afforded rehearsal of discontinuities and interruptions, and so performance spontaneity 
is a trompe l’oiel of her artist self–to know what is coming and yet seek ways to render it 
anew with each iteration. In her teaching, there is no rehearsal: there are only the real 





Norah, there may be only so many aspects of teaching that might be anticipated in 
advance. 
Self-Knowing as Performer and Teacher 
When Diana and I meet for the last time, she has just returned from a few weeks 
on tour performing her pieces in different parts of the United States. At our previous 
interview, Diana had been struggling with making the decision to accept a commission in 
which she felt the project to be underfunded, meaning that her fee would be what she 
considered low. She was able to negotiate the low-paying job into more of an opportunity 
by opting to perform at the venue alongside the group that was commissioning her work. 
Although negotiating did not result in an additional fee, or the financial support for her to 
travel out to the venue, Diana felt it was an invaluable opportunity to get her music heard. 
She was excited to tell me about how it went, as one of the main and unexpected benefits 
of the show was a review in a major American culture magazine with a wide readership. 
Diana explains that it was a tremendous challenge for her as the acoustics of the 
venue had a long reverberation, meaning that any sound she would be making would be 
pitched against something she played seconds earlier. She had arrived expecting to have 
to make adjustments, but upon testing the space realized that she would have to write an 
entirely new piece–in one day. She had already been working on a piece of music 
inspired by her father, whose recent diagnosis of a terminal illness was something she 
had been processing emotionally. Diana has often said that music is how she deals with 
everything that happens in her life. Many of her pieces are about being a wife, a mother, 
and a daughter, and help her to negotiate the experiences that come with those roles. She 





before the performance, says that she relied on what she teaches in her own workshops in 
order to generate a thirteen-and-a-half minute piece. She had never had to write 
something with such speed, but felt as though she had no choice as nothing she had 
prepared would work in the conditions of the venue. She was able to do it because in so 
many of her teaching artist experiences, she finds herself needing to help others compose 
a great deal of material in a short amount of time. I am reminded of when John said he 
needed to do the same, and that he hoped that the constraints on the time wouldn’t hurt 
the compositional process. If anything, it seems as though time constraints enabled both 
John and Diana’s work to become more generative. Diana said she gave herself three 
main ideas to consider: space, sparse texture, and text. Others who had performed in the 
resonant space before her warned about the reverberation, and she noticed that everyone 
else on the program tended to bring sparsely textured music to perform as well, so she 
felt challenged to work within these limitations and yet still do something original.  
During the same month, Diana was in the midst of applying for a full-time 
teaching position at a conservatory. She had made the final round of three applicants, but 
did not get the job. She exhausted by it; she spent days preparing her materials for 
submission and for the interview. For the final round, she visited the school and spent a 
day teaching: 
   It’s a whole other example of, “you think you want this thing” because it’s a 
job, it’s a position, it’s an acknowledgement of what you’re doing. But it would 
have been a total rebranding of what I’m doing right now, which is writing, being 
a solo artist specifically in certain contexts, and writing for other people. And 
that’s so not what that job is. But it was really nice to get that far. The whole time 
I was getting ready for the concert, my dad went into the hospital, and I was 
waiting to hear from the hiring committee. It was a shit show of a bunch of things 





Here Diana reveals conflicts and anxieties now familiar in this dissertation: questions and 
tensions of self-knowing as both performer and teacher. When the committee called her 
to reveal their choice, they explained how they rationalized the decision in part because 
Diana does not hold a doctorate. She looks up into the air as she recounts the moment the 
committee told her the degree was a deciding factor, wondering why she made the final 
round. She shows me the job description in which a doctorate was not listed as a 
requirement. The committee had also expressed that they wanted someone who would 
relocate in order to fill the position, and that this was something she was not ready to do. 
She was not reconciled to give up what she had established for herself, but also 
recognizes that perhaps the job would not have been a good fit for her after all. “I know a 
job like that would take over (my) life, and I’m writing. That’s what I’m doing,” she 
exhales, looking down. I don’t sense here that Diana is disappointed not to have gotten 
the job, but just that she feels a little bad about not being chosen. I identify with the 
feeling of rejection, and think of the others I have interviewed for this report who have 
expressed that if they are given the chance, they will figure out what to do. It must hurt 
because she believes she would have figured it out, but understands and accepts the 
decision. 
I ask her about her comment with regard to the idea that a full-time job would 
take over her life, and ask her to talk about the space that her current jobs occupy. I think 
about how many performing gigs and teaching artist project offers come with a projection 
about how many hours they will take, and how I have had to learn to add to those hours 
in keeping with what I know about myself; how I prepare and work. In some instances, a 





is no more than that. In other situations, there is an incalculable amount of preparatory 
work that must be accounted for in making the decision to accept. If I am teaching to 
repertoire or concepts in which I am not an expert, or have little experience, then I know 
that there will be hours I need to put in on top of what is paid. There will also be 
communications that take up space–emails, text messages, informal conversations. All of 
this, at this stage in my life, I have seen enough times to predict at least within a close 
range how much space it will really occupy.  
Diana feels as though committing to the full-time job would have eventually 
worked against her, but at the time she applied, she was thinking about the money and the 
title, and the security from might free up time for other things. Then she realized that she 
would be giving herself to teaching entirely in order to have the full-time job. She feels as 
though it would be one thing to be an adjunct, put in her hours teaching and then just 
leave, but she believes she would have felt more like a member of the department, and 
that she wouldn’t have known how much time it would take up in her life in advance, or 
how it might impact her career as a composer and performer. 
Being Her Own Boss 
Diana feels like her own boss more than in previous years, and has worked in 
situations where her personal control over her work has been subject to tensions. In past 
jobs, she says she felt trusted by the organization only until a certain point. With one in 
particular, she decided the content of her lesson plans but always felt tensions in 
submitting those plans to others, especially administrators with backgrounds in other arts 
disciplines that might not understand what she was trying to accomplish musically. She 





bear it,” and always felt thankful when she would receive feedback that brought to light 
an issue she may have not considered. 
Synthesizing Performance and Teaching 
It wasn’t until the last five years that Diana, who is now 46, began to combine her 
emerging identity as a performer and composer with her teaching. In many instances, she 
was tired of writing interactive performances and teaching materials for other artists 
while ignoring herself as an artist. She would play her instrument in teaching situations, 
but makes a distinction between circumstances when the goals of the organization 
involve her work as an artist and when they do not. She began to formulate this plan after 
the economic collapse of 2009 in which many of the organizations she worked for faced 
budget crises and hiring freezes. She had more time to compose, and produced her first 
piece for solo cello. At the time, with budgets for live music precariously low, she was 
not performing as much in large groups and had to consider how she could maintain 
performance on her own.  
At this same time, with her son now in middle school, Diana also felt a sense that 
her obligations as both wife and mother were reaching a new phase. She has been with 
her husband since the age of 19, and admits that the forming of her own identity was not 
something she had prioritized. Rather, she feels that her position as wife and mother 
involved performing a more supportive role as caretaker and breadwinner: 
   I just had this space to fill, and I wasn’t quite sure what was missing. Most of 
my 30s, especially after having my son, who has his own issues that he’s doing 
very well with, all of those things together felt like, “Who am I? I haven’t really 
had a chance to live my own life and just be who I am. What does that mean 
being a wife? And what does that mean being a mother?” So, I needed outlets. I 
bought a piano and began doing what I did when I was five: improvising. I wrote 
a piece, and a second and then a third. The response of people was, “you need to 






Here Diana revisits the conflicts she has faced between her artistic pursuits and her role 
as wife and mother. It was not until her son gained greater independence that she began 
to find a space for feeling assured that she might spend less time at home. As this new era 
began, Diana was invited to perform a solo recital while also giving workshops for 
students of musical entrepreneurship at a university music program. The invitation to do 
her own show for the first time forced Diana to write more music, which led to her album 
release and eventually recitals at new music festivals around the country. She says at the 
time that even though she was busy with other things, she still made time to write 
because it was how she was able to emotionally process everything that was happening to 
her. She began to record her other works for larger ensembles, and eventually received a 
grant that allowed her to produce more compositions. She was still teaching for the Rosen 
Center, that she had been with for nearly 15 years, in addition to four other non-profit 
cultural organizations. On one hand, she felt it was easier than ever because she had been 
there long enough to know how to do everything, but as she achieved more success as a 
solo artist she felt increasingly aware of feeling disrespected by the Rosen Center. 
“My Art is Not Apart” – The Conflicts of Compartmentalization  
One incident she recalls is when an elementary school student told her to shut up 
during a visit.  Diana juxtaposed this incident with her recent performance successes. She 
thought to herself, “I just came off with the most amazing things artistically. Why am I 
still doing this job where I’m getting completely disrespected? This is not working for me 
anymore.” As Diana tells me this story, I think about a time when a fifth-grader told me 





problems that were well-documented. His teachers often reprimanded him for cursing. 
While I had tried time after time to make the class so inviting that he would want to 
participate, it wasn’t working and reaching him felt beyond my expertise. The better part 
of me knows that he was likely going through things that I cannot even imagine. He 
seemed to have no motivation to care about me or respect me, and no motivation to 
engage in musical activities. And yet, the emotional drain of the incident was not 
lessened by understanding what prompted it. Teachers go on in the face of this kind of 
thing every day, not taking things personally, and while I now have my own strategies for 
handling this, it occurs to me that I don’t know if Diana does or if she just did not have 
the energy or understanding to dismiss the incident. But what does it mean that she would 
feel so struck down by the behavior of a child? With nearly 20 years of experience in 
teaching, it is my opinion that she knows to not take these things personally, and yet 
something about her growing identity as an artist was influencing her to recognize that 
she might choose to not stay in a situation in which she feels denigrated.  
In another incident working for the same organization, she was teaching at a 
family dinner and performance event. She was given more students than she could 
reasonably handle despite asking her administrator to tell the families that the class was 
full. The overcrowding was overwhelming, and the experience was compounded by a 
surprise expectation that she serve food at the dinner following the family workshops. 
Typically, she tells me teaching artists were expected to eat with families as a communal 
activity, but not ever asked to serve them. I’m reminded of her work as a teenager in a 





as a regression in her career–it triggers a return to a period in her life that she would not 
soon revisit.  
The, “last straw” seemed to occur when she had a clash with administration over 
teaching in a school in which, after a 4-week residency, the students did not attend the 
concert for which she had prepared them owing to an error with permission slips. She 
was not told this by her administrators or partnering teacher, and so came back to the 
school to reflect on an experience the students had not had. Eventually, despite the many 
joys she had experienced over nearly two decades of meaningful work, she resigned her 
position after 18 years. Diana began to feel her artistic life was in peril particularly 
because she was told explicitly that there was no expectation on her to be an artist at the 
job beyond her prior experiences. She recalls that her administrator specifically said, “not 
everybody’s supposed to have a real artistic career.” Her reaction internally was, “yes, 
I’m supposed to.” She was reminded of what she calls, “limiting beliefs.” As the mother 
of a special needs child, she is keenly aware of how limiting beliefs and labels impact the 
expectations of what her son can accomplish. She questions what it means that those who 
hire teaching artists limit their own beliefs about whether or not teaching artists are 
indeed “real” artists with “real artistic careers.” This called into question for Diana 
whether or not she could truly have both an artistic life and a teaching career. She hates 
the idea that having a teaching job signals not having made it as an artist, and yet is fully 
aware that her teaching artistry is what has helped her to become the artist she is. These 
are tensions that are not easily reconciled for her, yet she has developed the specific 
strategy of insisting on only working in situations that allow her to be both. Her art 





   I’ve worked too long and too hard to finally get to a place in my life where my 
priority is who I’m writing for, and where I’m showing up to play and making my 
social and personal commentary in that way. That’s my priority. If that means I’m 
that much poorer, then that’s what it is.  
 
Diana reveals the emergence of new motivations in her decision-making here, and yet her 
story also reveals that she has emerged from times of abuse and disrespect, and has no 
intention of allowing herself to return to feeling that way. Perhaps this means that she 
cannot work in conditions like the one in which she was told to shut up. Diana has to 
make compositional opportunities happen for herself by getting her work heard and 
letting people know what she can do, and this takes time and energy. She’s in a stage, or 
a phase, of her career now where her artistry demands that she make different choices and 
set new boundaries.  
New Horizons, New Boundaries 
Diana now insists that her identity as composer and performer be folded into 
every teaching artist experience that she undertakes. She will no longer accept work for 
other organizations that don’t encourage her artistry. She recently accepted a new 
position with a major international teaching artist initiative, Conservatory Concert 
Connections, and in the interview made it clear to administration that any residencies she 
would undertake would need to involve her performing a recital of her music and doing 
compositional workshops in addition to the standard curriculum. She says at first the 
interviewer was uncomfortable with the idea, since not all teaching artists offer this, so 
there was an issue over inequity in terms of what each teaching artist could provide to the 
schools. However, Diana insisted and explained why it was important to her, and now 
this is how she has chosen to work exclusively. She also markets herself independently 





orchestras for workshops that combine her performance, composition, and teaching 
practices. 
To Be Known, or Not 
What do people who hire us, or work with us, really know about us and what we 
do? Last year I quit one of my two main jobs as a teaching artist for a major cultural 
institution, and part of that residency had involved weekly visits to a school. On the last 
day, I had to tell them that I had resigned. The magnet coordinator of the school, who was 
my closest partner, turned and exclaimed, “but what are you going to do for work then?” 
with genuine concern for my future. She knows that I have a performing career, so this 
made me wonder–how does she think teaching artistry works? Did she think that my job 
for this organization was the only place that I had income?  Like my college student, was 
she under the impression that music is a hobby?  
A teaching artist once told me that on an occasion when her class was acting up, a 
partnering teacher scolded the kids with this admonition: “You know, Miss _____ does 
not need to come here and do this! This is not her job! She comes here out of the 
goodness of her heart!” My colleague remembers thinking to herself, “actually, this is my 
job, and I’m not just doing this out of the goodness of my heart.” She wondered why her 
partner would think otherwise. So, who do people think we are? Can we ever truly be 
known for everything that we do and should that be a necessary part of doing good work 
with students and partners? How do these misunderstandings intersect with the ideas 
discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 with regard to the delicate balance of revealing ourselves? 
What does it mean to a teaching artist to be known by her school and to give more 





teaching artists she has seen into those who are artists who show up and share their craft, 
and those who teach but are not making art anymore, and not necessarily by choice, but 
because they may not have time or resources or energy. Does this mean that artistry can 
be legislated and supported in the non-profit organization? What does it mean to perish as 
an artist when the structures of tenure are not in play?  
Analysis 
Diana represents the oldest and most experienced teaching artist in this study, and 
part of my motivation for including her was because she has worked for multiple non-
profit cultural organizations for over 20 years. During the time that I observed and 
interviewed her, it is my opinion that she was going through a transformational phase in 
her life. She describes working for an organization that gave her a start as a teaching 
artist after her graduation from school, and that represented meaningful creative work 
while also serving as a stabilizing source of income for her family. Over time, Diana 
found her own creativity enhanced by the work she did as a teaching artist, not only at 
this institution, but in her work for several other places, and this helped her rediscover her 
compositional voice. As she began to develop this aspect of her artistry, Diana began to 
reflect on the relationship of her artistic self to that of her teacher self.  
She has developed an identity as an emerging composer, motivated by a true need 
to express herself through a musical medium. She acknowledges that her growth as a 
teacher followed a different, distinctively disjointed path filled with inconsistencies and 
discontinuities. She did not become a teacher motivated by any kind of call to teach, or 
by a desire to work with children. She needed a job that would also help her to 





seemed to answer these needs. Over time, Diana found herself drawn more to the aspects 
of teaching artistry that leaned toward generative, creative compositional activities, until 
eventually this became the defining aspect of her work, influencing her artistic life in the 
process. She now aims to teach in a way that helps to empower others to express 
something through composition, and her identity as a composer must be included in that 
process.  
Discussion 
Diana has developed boundaries as an artist and teaching artist that took time and 
defining, salient experiences. As she has functioned as a freelancer, she senses that 
playing the work of others represents a level of removal from the experience of playing 
her own music. While she loves to be an interpreter of a pre-determined form, this is 
secondary to her passion for improvisation and her original compositions. A self-
described quiet, shy, socially awkward kid who conditioned herself not to speak rather 
than risk the bullying and teasing of her peers, she shut down her own personal voice for 
years. This muting continued as an instrumentalist in her experiences as a student 
preparing for a professional career–she learned notes, but only those others had written. 
Teaching artistry saved her from the stifling aspects of feeling like a foot soldier in 
service to the expressions of another composer, and through her workshops she began to 
compose again for herself.  
However, while her composing identity served as a resource for some of the 
organizations she worked for, it became a source of tension at the one where she got her 
start. When she would apply to be considered for the opportunity to perform her own 





expected of her to have a true career as an artist, and it is my opinion that Diana 
interpreted this as a judgment that she perceived would further limit her creativity–I 
believe it reminded her of feeling silenced.  
As a teacher for this organization, she began to work without receiving the 
traditional training that accompanied the career path of a beginning teaching artist. She 
experienced immediate tensions with teachers and students, which led to her taking the 
training course a year after her hiring, but it is my opinion that Diana still did not feel 
adequately equipped to negotiate some of aspects of her teaching until years of 
experience helped her to figure out the kind of teaching that worked best for her. Hearing 
her first experiences with early childhood teaching made me feel so deeply sad for her, 
because there are resources out there that might have helped her to take on assignments in 
which she would feel a better sense of preparedness. And yet over time, she learned a 
great deal about how to do this. Becoming a mother informed her work, and further still 
becoming mother to a child with special needs dramatically increased her sensitivities 
and sensibilities with regard to meeting the needs of the children that she taught. 
Diana’s frustrations with this organization also extended to encounters with the 
administration. In her retelling of critical incidents that led to her resignation, I noticed 
several issues that could have been avoided, and Diana’s perception of the incidents 
would also seem to indicate that. In one incident, where the students she taught never 
went to the performance for which she was preparing them, the teacher at the school 
failed to hand in permission slips. Diana tells me that this was completely in the school’s 
control, but where it became an issue between her and the cultural organization’s 





failed to tell her, so she was surprised and felt unprepared upon her return for reflective 
follow-up sessions. She had planned under the assumption that her students would have 
seen the work of art being taught. She might have learned that they had not been able to 
attend from communicating with her partnering teacher, who also, in my opinion, was 
under a real obligation to let her know. And yet, it would appear that they did not 
communicate on the critical issue of student viewing, perhaps indicating an overall 
problem with the development of their partnership and rapport. 
In a second incident, an event in which she was given more students than she 
could reasonably handle and then expected to serve food, she was reprimanded for her 
attitude. In my opinion, this is more difficult to break down. It is true that there was no 
cap put on her workshops, but there were reasonable expectations based on previous 
experiences giving workshops that she should have had the right to say, “we’re full” and 
have that respected. The new administrator was under her own set of pressures, the full 
understanding of which is not included in this study. This administrator also represented 
an organization that was obligated in ways that are also not represented or explored in 
this discussion. The teaching artists serving food has never been an expectation, either in 
an assignment offer or as a tacit expectation, and yet Diana felt a pressure to conform as 
younger teaching artists pitched in to assist. Diana’s leaving upon the completion of the 
required elements of her assignment makes her look as though she sees herself as apart 
from the others, when the truth is that she was within her rights to go. It is also my 
opinion that younger teaching artists, not as established and hungrier for more work 





required call of duty in order to make themselves more attractive to administration when 
it comes to assigning work. 
This reveals an issue not yet addressed within this document: the assignment of 
work offers from the cultural non-profit hiring part-time teaching artists. This was not a 
question that I addressed explicitly in the interviews and observations, but as a result of 
what I have learned, I believe that this is an element of the teaching artist-cultural 
organization relationship that warrants further investigation. In my personal experience, I 
have found that there is very little transparency around the offering of work. We have 
seen in the interviews conducted with John and Diana that they were both hired in their 
first teaching artist situations without training, and that all three of the participants, 
including Norah, perceived not feeling prepared. They have all expressed feeling as 
though learning on the job has been a large part of their “training” to do the work of a 
teaching artist. Additionally, Norah and John reported feelings of isolation within their 
organizations in that they feel as though sometimes nobody sees what they are doing.  
How does this perceived isolation and under-preparedness impact the perceptions 
that an organization has of the teaching artists they hire? What influences the decisions 
they make when matching teaching artists with learning environments and partners? The 
process of creating this study and the subsequent findings have led me to suspect that 
teaching artists who need work are often afraid to voice what they perceive to be their 
weaknesses, for fear of not being hired for projects as a result of their part-time status. I 
also believe that their perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs about how they themselves are 





choose to share with their hiring organizations, and this in turn likely impacts how they 
are selected for work opportunities.  
In Diana’s case, as her identity as a composer grew, so did her insistence that it be 
part of her teaching artist work. This insistence has intersected with the various missions 
of the non-profit cultural organizations for which Diana now works, and yet she has 
employed bargaining strategies in order to articulate the value of this inclusion. In my 
own experience, I have wanted the opposite at times: I don’t necessarily always want my 
students to know about my artistic life past a certain point in the classroom. I don’t want 
to take the emphasis off of them, and yet many of my partner teachers have asked for 
more of that life to be included in the work. John describes a process of careful 
discernment as to when there are appropriate entry points for his artistic life to enter the 
conversation. Norah has similarly divided into “selves” that travel parallel lines. 
Contemplations 
Diana has gathered the strength and accumulated the experience to function as a 
more autonomous teaching artist, while still working under the auspices of the non-profit. 
Her story offers a critical perspective on a long-term career as a teaching artist, 
synthesized with personal artistry, subject to the practical demands of supporting a family 
as a wife, mother, and caretaker. She has developed strategies to function within her 
multiple roles. She prioritizes comfort and self-care when she can, and sacrifices when 
she must. She takes pleasure in the abundance of spaces she has learned to seek out and 
flourish within: a café, a bar, a train, or her kitchen table. Each space is an opportunity to 
attend to something else, and all the while she hears music in her head, and has figured 





voice she long felt but also long muted for much of her young life. She processes these 
experiences in her music, contributing to a cycle of interaction and reflection. Her 
upbringing in a working-class area, working her entire life, lends itself to her adult 
compositional reflections on experience.  
I think of Diana standing in front of Georgina, playing for her but also living her 
life in a certain way for her. I think of her standing in front of a group of teachers, saying 
that she is there to listen and make their jobs easier, and I think of her insisting to an 
organization that hired her that she herself be heard, and I think of her story of struggle to 
be taken seriously and persevere when she has felt silenced. There is a precariousness, a 
delicateness, and something simultaneously devastating about knowing that women who 
are shamed in their youth often stay silent forever. While Diana has her vulnerabilities as 
a teacher, of which she is well aware, she has found her own personal mission as a 
teaching artist–to enable and empower others to find and express what they might have to 
say. The question that lingers for me is whether or not finding a personal mission as a 
teaching artist is an expectation on the field. It certainly shows up on teaching artist job 
applications, but what happens to personal mission when it must live within the non-
profit mission? What are the discourses that need to occur in order to reconcile these 
separate yet related endeavors? I want to believe that we may find common ground, and 
that there is room for both missions to work side by side, but as Diana’s story shows, the 
reality of negotiating these intentions is far more complex. Rather than working in the 
service of missions and methods she cannot fulfill, she is honest to the best of her ability 













VII – FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
   It is time now to explore the creative potential of interrupted and conflicted 
lives, where energies are not narrowly focused or permanently pointed toward a 
single ambition. 
– Mary Catherine Bateson, Composing A Life 
Summary 
This study was conceived in order to explore dimensions of teaching artist careers 
in nomadic conditions through narrative inquiry. Influenced by my own 23-year career as 
a teaching artist, as well as my peripatetic formative years as the child of arts educators 
who experienced similar nomadic turns, I sought to create opportunities to listen to and 
tell the stories of those who identified as meeting the nomadic conditions: teaching for 
multiple non-profit cultural organizations, across multiple levels and pedagogies, with no 
permanent space provided by employers or places of teaching residencies, while pursuing 
performance careers that were pieced together in much the same manner–freelancers 
playing their instruments and making music in conditions of temporal impermanence. 
From my own experiences in this lifestyle, I experienced a ‘hitch’ in the rhythm 
and flow of living, making art, and teaching (Hickman, 2001): I noticed that while 
teaching artistry as a field is the subject of increasing research in terms of efficacy and 
student success (Booth, 2009; Myers, 2005; Holzer; 2009), sustainability was a challenge 
for myself and so many of my colleagues (Rabkin, Reynolds, Hedberg & Shelby, 2011;  
Reeder, 2010). I designed this research to attend to individual teaching artists in a way 





by endeavoring to see their days, hear about their experiences, and listen to their stories–
from the greatest inspirations to the deepest heartbreak–while responding and analyzing 
these experiences at various stages. This became a process of revisiting and reliving their 
experiences in tandem with some of my own within the nomadic life. My suspicion was 
that teaching artists are very rarely able to find dialogical spaces in which they are free 
from concern over how they are perceived. In their lives as constant networkers, always 
up for hire, very little opportunity can be found to express the impact of their work on 
their work and their lives as a whole.  
Review of Literature 
 The review of literature examined research related to the titles, labels, roles, and 
claims associated with teaching artist definitions (Alter, 2010; Daichendt, 2010; Booth, 
2009; Bolyanatz, 2017), the rise of interest in music within the context of fewer full-time 
performance opportunities (Van Waeyenberghe, 2013); the benefits and challenges to 
doing work as a teaching artist, preparation and training, partnership within the non-profit 
cultural organization, and distinctive pedagogies including aesthetic education (Barniskis, 
Cox, and Jaffe, 2013; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Frawley, 2013; Holzer, 2009). Literature 
on nomadic figures as mobile and marginalized workers (Gould, 2005; Pittinsky & Shih, 
2014) and neoliberalist forces in education (Allsup, 2015; Calo & Rosenblat, 2017; 
Deresiwiecz, 2015; Moore, 2016; Schwartz, 2016; Worthen, 2018) explored the rise of 
the gig economy (Mulcahy, 2016) and the freelance workforce, themes of itinerancy, 
mobility, commitment, positive organizational scholarship, and issues of identity 
resulting from the nomadic condition. Additional literature throughout the study explores 





(Booth, 2009; Howard, 1998; Sarason, 1999), and experiences of the gifted (Piirto, 
1991); challenges for women artists (Hua, 2014; Piirto, 1991) experiences of working 
within multiple musical genres; teaching in prisons; motivation and self-regulation; 
bullying and women’s narratives of healing; and perhaps most importantly, the 
complexities of composing a life from seemingly disparate parts (Bateson, 1994).  
Methodology 
This research was conducted using the qualitative research methods of narrative 
inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2007) with a lens of ethnography 
(Creswell, 2007; Facio; 1993) in order to gain insight into a small group of individuals 
with dramatically underrepresented narratives in musical and educational narratives. 
Through one-on-one interviews (Johnson, 2001; Seidman, 2013), observations, casual 
conversations, and the collection of artifacts, I created chronologies of participant 
experiences which I analyzed for discoveries and epiphanies, and then restoried and 
further analyzed for emergent themes and shared patterns of culture. This chapter will 
summarize and discuss those findings, and make recommendations for areas of future 
investigation. 
Purpose and Research Questions 
 The purpose of this narrative inquiry research was to explore the vast 
complexities of nomadic figures living multiple lives of performance and pedagogy. I 
was guided by the following research questions: 
1. What are the experiences, attitudes, and beliefs of teaching artists when 
working in nomadic conditions? How did they become nomadic? What are the 
demands of the part-time positions they hold as performers and teaching 







2. How do nomadic conditions impact their individual approaches to pedagogy, 
and their attitudes and beliefs about teaching? What are the educational and 
artistic missions of the various institutions for which they work and how do 
they perceive their role with regard to carrying out those missions? What 
pedagogies are implemented and how do they negotiate working with multiple 
pedagogies? 
 
3. How do nomadic conditions impact the professional and personal lives of 
teaching artists? Does their work as performers influence their teaching or 
vice versa? How? What do they perceive as major concerns in negotiating and 
transitioning in between spaces of performance and pedagogy? How do they 
address their concerns and how do they perceive their concerns are addressed 
by the institutions for and in which they teach and perform? 
 
Findings 
 The process of creating chronologies of participant experience and then restorying 
those chronologies addressed my research questions throughout, as it was necessary to 
continuously revisit my questions while dealing with the revelation that each encounter 
with my participants and each reflection upon it brought about more and more questions. 
The three-tiered interview structure (Seidman, 2013) enabled periods of reflection and 
analysis which pushed me to consider the directions that subsequent interviews would 
take. In this process, I believe I was able to capture unique, idiosyncratic moments 
because each interviewing process diverged down paths that were authentically about my 
participants lives, while keeping the initial research questions alive in our dialogue.  
Finding 1 – Preparations: Variations on a Theme 
 The nomadic music teaching artists in this study teaching experienced 
discontinuities and inconsistencies between their artistic and teaching lives in terms of 
their preparation to do their work. Their perceptions of their training as teachers often did 





expectations for their interactions in teaching situations, particularly in the areas of 
teacher partner, student, and school buy-in, and administrative understanding and 
support. While the three participants each expressed that they felt under-prepared to teach 
in the beginnings of their careers, they also indicated that they had learned a great deal 
“on the job” and in the field.  
As a recurring theme, preparation manifested in the lives of the participants both 
passively and actively. Participants were, to an extent, prepared by college coursework 
and the multiple non-profit cultural organizations for whom they worked, but they also 
sought to prepare themselves through seeking out peripheral experiences to become 
better teachers. These informal preparations involved debriefing with fellow teachers on 
shared commutes, seeking out more experienced classroom teachers and teaching artists 
as mentors, finding books to read that might help, watching videos, attending optional 
professional developments, and seeking to synthesize the complementary skills they have 
learned as artists with their teaching styles. In being nomadic, learning teaching skills 
through varied cultural organizations as well as teaching in other educative environments 
seemed to force the participants to bring criticality to the organizations for whom they 
work by comparing their experiences; forming insights, strong opinions, and more 
personalized missions with regard to their work as music educators. In preparing to carry 
out many musical and educational missions on behalf of institutions and schools, each 
participant actually created a stronger sense of personal mission. 
For Norah, previous experiences with performance preparations as a music 
student and young performing professional created a conflict with her expectations of 





showing up at a freelance gig or winning an audition rather than learning on the job 
caused her to suspect that she might find a similar mode of preparation for teaching, 
while acknowledging that has not experienced the same forms of training and mentorship 
that enabled her flourishing as a French horn player. However, Norah also expressed that 
while she believed there was a lot more she could do to prepare for her work in schools, 
she believed that her success in teaching in prisons did not require additional specific 
training, and spoke of an ability to figure things out no matter what the subject or content.  
John also displayed moments of the same confidence in being able to figure out how to 
teach, and yet also acknowledged that his initial teaching experiences for several schools 
and as a private teacher, felt disjointed and not conducive to good teaching. Once 
working as a teaching artist, John expressed that the experiences with the cultural 
organizations with more developed curriculum and pedagogical approaches helped him to 
learn how to better prepare, but it still took multiple encounters with his partnering 
teachers to learn how to nurture and develop partnerships in his residencies.  
Diana spoke of feeling that she didn’t know what she was doing, particularly when tasked 
with teaching at the early childhood level. She was able to get by on the advice of 
colleagues, but voluntarily repeated her teacher training at one of the institutions for 
which she worked in order to better prepare herself.  
 Preparation also manifested as a planning concern, particularly for Norah and 
John. Norah expressed a tremendous difference in the expectations and obligations 
around planning as required by the various institutions she works for, and experienced 
intense feelings of isolation as a result of planning by herself to meet those demands. Her 





teaching artist and first year in the nomadic conditions. Her relationship to preparation 
and planning also transformed over time as she assumed greater responsibility for her 
student’s learning. Planning became more and more necessary as she held herself to 
higher standards, and as she synthesized the teaching approaches she learned through 
multiple cultural organizations.  
John stated that his experiences with cultural organizations varied in terms of how 
prepared he was expected to be, and appreciated the more recent experiences he was 
having with The Howard Center, where he was expected to submit highly prepared plans 
to mentors and administration as part of his training. John valued this preparation as an 
opportunity to help him grow, and noted that he could see himself really sustaining a 
long-term relationship with Howard because of its emphasis on thorough planning. 
John’s multiple roles as teaching artist, but also as sideman, bandleader, composer, 
administrator, husband, and father, seemed to lend themselves to organization as a type of 
preparation in his work and life. As a teacher, his plans were meticulously organized and 
mapped out. As a composer, arranger, bandleader, and sideman, it was essential that he 
organize music, rehearsals, and recordings in ways that adhered to his budgeting and time 
constraints. As an administrator, he is already planning ways to create structures to 
support the music teachers with whom he works and manages. He also credits his 
students and his teaching with preparing him to make his latest artistic project, a solo 
album. 
Like John, Diana’s relationship to preparation was also exhibited in her awareness 
of how her teaching artist experiences equipped her to grow and synthesize her artist and 





opportunity to connect with an audience of one and expand Diana’s capacity for 
connecting with the forum of a 45-minute solo set. Her experiences as a child as 
improviser, but also as a silent victim of bullying, brought her to a place of processing 
life experiences through composition, and by her own account, she would never have 
rediscovered her voice had it not been for her teaching artist work. She credits this 
rediscovery to the reflective aspect of her composition and compositional pedagogy as 
practiced through aesthetic education, and expressed the many ways it prepared her to 
reach her current phase of her career.  
As a summary of Finding 1, I offer the following points: 
 Being an artist helped participants to teach as they became experts in their 
subject matter, yet the varying contexts of the nomadic condition and energies 
required to sustain it were impossible to anticipate. 
 Preparation as teachers did not align with perceptions of their artistic training.  
 Preparation was both institutional and self-directed: Participants were 
prepared by being taught in college coursework and cultural institution 
professional development, and prepared themselves by seeking out informal 
preparations, such as communal debriefs, informal discussion groups, making 
comparisons between their varied working environments. They also read 
books, watched videos, and observed other teaching artists. 
 Comparisons of experiences in multiple cultural institutions facilitated 





 Learning to plan and prepare for student-centered experiences took years to 
discover, particularly when concerns with works of art or forms took 
precedence. 
Therefore, Finding 1 has elicited the following question: What might we learn from 
witnessing these varied encounters with preparation in order to facilitate more responsive 
teaching practices from nomadic music teaching artists? 
Finding 2 – Negotiations: Internal Dialogues and External Discussions 
The music teaching artists in nomadic conditions in this research developed 
highly complex evaluative systems in their negotiation of sustaining multiple lives 
(Bateson, 1994). Negotiations emerged as both internal (participants in negotiation with 
themselves) and external (participants in negotiation with others). The dominance of 
certain narratives over others was fluid.  Negotiation of schedule, time, and space to work 
appeared to be of great importance, but also occurred alternatingly and simultaneously 
with negotiations concerning developing, nurturing, and maintaining relationships; 
managing working conditions; with peers and colleagues in collaborations; travel; self-
care, stress, and the management of energy and emotional health; articulating and 
advocating for their own needs; making time for family and social commitments; and 
identifying trusted sources for assessment, feedback and mentoring. Each of these topics 
emerged as requiring critical space for extensive discourse, but often the teaching artists 
reported that their nomadic conditions prevented them from being able to engage in such 
discourse. This might be illustrated by examining what were perhaps the two most 
prominent negotiations participants made: the relationship of their artist self to their 





Artist Self, Teacher Self 
 We saw Norah negotiate the expectations she has cultivated as a classical 
musician with those she has for herself and those with whom she interacts as a young 
teaching artist. She mentioned her desire to achieve as a teacher what she has on the 
French horn: a kind of fluency and comfort, where she can express herself and be 
virtuosic in the same way. We have seen her begin to negotiate the metaphor of teaching 
as a performing art; between command (subject mastery) and communicability (teaching 
mastery) (Howard, 1998). And yet while she has engaged in reflection that involves a 
sense of guilt over not knowing her students better, and remaining content with 
separating herself from the “real teachers” in her school residencies, what might she gain 
from a longer opportunity to explore what she might do to respond to these cursory 
insights? 
Norah also finds herself struggling to negotiate what it is that she truly wants in 
her life and career. We heard her perspective on her motivations, that there is a voice 
inside her saying ,“do this,” when it comes to what she decides to pursue as artist or 
teacher, and yet that voice offers no qualitative guidance in terms of how. How does she 
reconcile the desire for a synthesized life of artistry and teaching with the practical 
desires for stability, community, and support? For now, she does not believe that she 
needs to reconcile them, and so has curtailed her internal dialogues to keep them relevant 
to only the here and the now, not the future. She believes her young age allows her to 
wander and explore; her attitude is that fate will intervene and make the decisions for her. 
This eschewing of personal agency stands in sharp contrast to her earlier perceptions of 





fighter who marched on Washington D.C. the day after the 2017 inauguration, who I 
went to an airport and a courthouse with to watch her declare her creed?  Though perhaps 
to dark a comparison, I cannot help but be reminded of this passage William Ernest 
Henley’s Invictus: 
It matters not how strait the gate, 
How charged with punishments the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate, 
I am the captain of my soul. 
 
It is true that we are not speaking of crime and punishment, nor wrath and horror. 
But Norah spoke of the “blood, sweat, and tears” she gives to everything she does, of her 
exhaustion and fatigue, her frustration at feeling like no one sees how hard she is 
working, and her comparison to herself as an army of one. In knowing her inner 
dilemmas, how is it that she is able to cast individual agency aside and look forward in 
time with the expectations that fate will decide? Where Henley’s master is resigned to 
martyrdom, Norah’s internal guide is young, innocent, and unconcerned with what she 
may be sacrificing to the nomadic condition.  
 Diana’s story revealed a different kind of fight. Her negotiations with her own 
self-image, by her account a result of experiences with bullying and teasing, led her to 
years of silence. Research on bullying shows that victims tend to have internalizing 
behaviors and self-perceptions of low social competence (Rodkin & Hodges, 2003) and 
that those who internalize bullying may begin to believe the insults (Hoover, 2003). 
While silencing herself socially, Diana began to develop a rich musical voice through 
improvisation, but that voice became neglected during her time in a traditional 
conservatory setting, in which negotiations surrounding the development of performance 





she described as critical to processing her life experiences, was sacrificed in service of 
learning how to play the music of others.  
In her teaching artistry, Diana began to rediscover composition and explore what 
cultural anthropologist Anh Hua (2014) calls, “knowledge-tales” or, “experiential 
stories;” vignettes of writing that tell of negotiating difficult life challenges. Diana 
processes her life experiences through her composition, adding to a body of work Hua 
calls, “narratives of healing.” Hua reminds us of bell hooks, who in Remembered Rapture 
(1999) says that, “writing is a healing place for women where ‘our souls can speak and 
unfold (p. 25),” and it has been crucial, “to women’s development of a counter-
hegemonic experience of creativity within patriarchal culture” (p. 68). In Diana’s story, 
we saw her struggle with finding this voice, but also with feeling as though it was again 
under threat within one of the institutions for which she worked, The Rosen Center. This 
speaks to Gould’s (2005) interpretation of the nomadic figure as being prone to violence. 
While Diana herself was not physically violent, she expressed a type of aggression 
towards and rejection of those who would tell her that their expectations of her were 
limited, after lengthy negotiations in which she struggled to incorporate her artistry and 
her voice as both artist and teacher into her work. As has been argued previously in this 
document, the issue of labels can be a source of divisiveness and tensions. Feeling 
labeled by the soft power of lowered expectations struck a chord with Diana that was 
impossible for her to un-hear. It was this incident above all others that led her to resign 
from the Rosen Center after nearly 20 years. 
Diana has also negotiated her roles as wife and mother within her nomadic 





equal ratio of successful and eminent women to men in creative fields?” (p. 1) In Piirto’s 
research on gender and the arts, she notes that women may have problems when they “try 
to reconcile the stereotypical paradox of the nurturing, recessive, motherly female with 
that of the unconventional artist.” (p. 2) With the help of a supportive family, Diana has 
begun to take and make spaces for herself in order to further develop her artistry. Her 
negotiations of time and space have, in her words, given her “structure and freedom” to 
balance her energy more towards composition and solo performance.  
John’s stories of negotiation were also about pursuing growth and reimagining his 
teaching, particularly in his new role as administrator where he is finding himself on both 
sides of the fence. In his final interview, John spoke at length of the challenges he was 
facing in trying to understand and articulate the needs of both performing musician 
teaching artists and administrators. He is guided by his own experiences for the most part, 
but finds himself increasingly drawn towards developing a liminal zone for 
administrators and teachers to get to know one another’s concerns better. His experiences 
as a nomadic music teaching artist are entering into his current negotiations with teachers 
in his new role as administrator of a community music school. He seems to relish having 
multiple artist selves and educator selves, and hopes to bring those together in order to 
create more ideal environments for teachers, students, and administrators. 
Making Decisions 
Each nomadic music teaching artist told unique and varied tales of making hard 
choices and negotiating difficult decisions. In each narrative, participants described 
complex processes for making decisions in their performing careers. Primarily, these 





reasons that included financial compensation in addition to what I have distilled into five 
other currencies, or modes for potential fulfillment:  
1. Social satisfaction–will I enjoy who I will be working with? 
2. Potential for future work–will this lead to future opportunities? 
3. Judgments and opinions about the importance or value of the work–is this 
music I’m interested in playing? Is the topic I’m going to teach something I 
love? 
4. Voice–will I be heard on this project? Does my voice matter? 
5. Perception of importance of role–can anyone do this job or is it really me that 
you need? (similar to Norah’s three tiers of freelancing: am I filling a seat? 
Am I important in how I support? Is it me and me alone they need?) 
As I listened to my participants speak about how they made decisions, I began to imagine 
these five currencies within a matrix in which high financial compensation sits at the top, 
while low financial compensation rests at the bottom. On the left side, we might imagine 
low potential for fulfillment, with high potential for fulfillment on the right. Where on the 
matrix a performer’s experience might lie would, on the one hand, be determined by 
financial compensation, but the fulfillment level might be dramatically increased by each 
of the five currencies I have listed for potential fulfillment. While there are four boxes 
that would appear to indicate extremes of conditions, the matrix is intended to illustrate 
the subtle nuances and in-between-ness of decision making in performing. We might 
imagine the performer experience lying along these horizontal and vertical continuums, 





does not necessarily indicate if a participant would accept the work, rather it illustrates 
the complexities and subtleties of considering whether or not to accept (See Figure 4): 
 
 
Figure 4. Matrix of decision-making for artistic projects as expressed by participants.  
 
Each participant expressed that the inclusion of people they enjoyed working with, 
potential for future work, a perception of their own importance on the gig, the value and 
attractiveness of the work, and the potential to be heard in collaboration were all elements 
they considered that would move them to take low paid but highly fulfilling work. 
Additionally, participants expressed that they struggled with work that was highly paid 
but unfulfilling. While some participants felt as though they could opt to turn down work, 
some did not feel that way.  
Research shows that performers find a great deal of fulfillment in teaching 





struggled with making decisions over teaching and playing, suggesting that while 
previous research asserts that artists may be inclined to put their artist selves first (Booth, 
2009; Barniskis, Cox, & Jaffe 2013; Graham & Zwirn, 2010), it may not be that simple 
when it comes to deciding whether to take work as a performing musician over work as a 
teaching artist, assuming that the work does not involve aspects of both. It would appear 
from these stories that it may be possible that teaching artists sense of commitment to 
their teaching and performing work is a constant source of tension. We saw the ways in 
which John was easily able to decide that he was going to take less money from a 
performing gig in order to perform with a jazz ensemble for an opportunity he perceived 
as valuable and rare. We saw that Norah turned down the opportunity to perform with a 
Grammy-winning ensemble in order to be there for her first day of professional 
development in a new teaching artist position with a non-profit cultural organization, and 
we saw that Diana has become adamant that her teaching work not ask her to ever make 
that choice again.   
As a summary of Finding 2, I offer the following points: 
 Negotiations were both internal (with selves) and external (with others). 
 Dominance of negotiations was fluid and constantly shifting with participants 
mainly experiencing tensions between their artist-self and teacher-self, and 
whether to engage in compartmentalization of their roles or synthesis of them. 
 Creation of narratives seemd to function as a survival and negotiating strategy 






 In decision making, participants created complex and personal evaluative 
structures based on their values. These structures were easy to develop for 
performance, but not for teaching. 
Therefore, Finding 2 has elicited the following questions: What might we learn from 
these negotiations to aid teaching artists as they make decisions about who and how they 
teach? How might teaching artists in nomadic conditions apply the decision making 
strategies they rely on for their performance careers to their teaching situations? 
Finding 3 - Adaptations 
If nomadic music teaching artist negotiations consist of internal and external 
dialogues and discussions that aim to reach agreements and reconciliations with 
themselves and those with whom they interact, adaptation involves the adjustments, 
modifications, and transformations that are a result of those negotiations.  Nomadic music 
teaching artists live varied, layered, and dynamic lives that involve constant adaptation as 
they navigate their responsibilities and individual concerns. The dichotomy of artist and 
teacher (Daichendt, 2010; Graham & Zwirn, 2010) is merely a starting place. While the 
label may speak to their identities, we may conclude that these lives are complex and 
often conflicted. My teaching artist participants identified as distinctive individuals in 
performance and pedagogical spaces with a dizzying assortment of roles and 
responsibilities. As performing musicians, they are members of chamber music groups, 
sidemen, soloists, section leaders, section players, improvisers, interpreters, creators, 
composers, managers, librarians, subs, leaders, session players, collaborators, and in 





communicators, managers, responders, schedulers, therapists, experiment leaders, and 
still, in many ways performers.  
In their work spaces, participants found themselves constantly needing to adapt 
and adjust to changing environments by figuring out how to fit in, assess the needs of 
their work, and transform in pursuit of getting the job done. However, adaptation seemed 
to be easier in performing than it was in teaching. In my conversations and experiences 
particularly with Norah and John, they expressed this by both saying that if you gave 
them a teaching challenge, they “would figure it out.” As they entered into nomadic 
conditions, they were each driven, almost ironically, by the desire to find communities in 
which they resonated with others and to undertake work that enabled them to grow and 
change as artists. Norah sought to pursue a passion for social justice and prison reform. 
John found that teaching artistry opened up his perceptions of what teaching could be and 
fed his desire to grow and change as a musician and teacher. Diana was seeking to 
overcome her own perceived deficits as a communicator and shyness as a performer. 
While each participant expressed the need for a job for financial stability, the meaning of 
the work seemed to hold greater importance.  
 We have seen the multiple ways that each participant displayed adaption to 
varying degrees. By her own account, Norah became “teacher Norah” and “player 
Norah,” leaving behind parts of each as she transitioned in between roles. Within her 
teacher role, she adapted to the needs of students while also making efforts towards her 
partnering teachers. She changed her schedule within seconds based on a school’s needs. 
In her prison work, she figures out how to get around the limitations of prison rules and 





activities from her elementary school work, she was able to bring new levels of 
fulfillment and satisfaction to the inmates. Adaptation did not appear to be a source of 
conflict, but a way that Norah is beginning to learn how she might make other 
adjustments in her life to begin address the complex negotiations for which she has not 
yet found the space.  
 John’s ability to adapt at almost lightning speed might have only fairly been 
recorded by video as opposed to the observations of my own eye. In watching him 
perform, I was stunned by the quickness with which he went from the supporting role of 
a keyboard player to the leading soloist role of trombone improviser, and back and forth, 
back and forth again. And this was after I watched him transform a bar into a space for 
his band to play and then rehearse, after an entire day transforming a kindergarten into a 
musical carnival, transforming animal sounds into melodies. In his stories, he told of 
creating spaces to teach the way he wanted to teach and to play and perform in ways that 
responded to the needs he perceived for himself and his community.  
 Diana’s relationship to adaptation was more complicated, likely owing to the 
trajectory of her story spanning over a 20-year career as a teaching artist, as opposed to 
the four years of Norah and the decade of John. In reflecting on her early, unprepared 
teaching days, Diana believed she did not yet know how to adjust to be responsive to 
those she encountered as a teaching artist, and she struggled in her performing 
environments, unable to fit in to musical situations that were also social. Becoming a 
teaching artist began to engage her with a process of finding the personal agency to help 





through teaching she might be able to adapt to social and performative situations in which 
she might be heard again.  
In interacting with Georgina, she was inspired to play in a certain way and 
with particular performance goals in mind, while considering larger challenges about 
being an artist and a woman, wife, caregiver, and mother. She believes she became a 
new kind of performer. We also saw her adapt to a large orchestral situation in which 
her responsibilities were to serve the music on the program as an interpreter, but also 
to serve her section as a competent and reliable leader. In her solo shows, I saw her 
transform into nothing short of a rock star, grooving and swaying for herself because 
she has something to say and can finally say it. On her teaching days, I watched her 
go from performer to a down-to-earth teacher partner, assuring her partners that she 
saw them and spoke their language (whether she really does or not is a valuable and 
powerful question emerging from this research). And from what Diana has told me, 
there is so much more shapeshifting that she does–when she goes from musical genre 
to genre all day long, then administrator of her own small business to mother, wife, 
and daughter. Twenty years in, she now knows to question what she wants, and to be 
aware of the impact that adaptation has on her life and work.  
As a summary of Finding 3, I offer the following points: 
 The assortment of roles and wearing of multiple “hats” aided in quick 
adaptations for the participants. 






 Flexibility as a performer was comfortable, particularly when accommodating 
the needs of an ensemble, band, or group. This type of adaption felt familiar to 
the participants. 
 Teaching adaptations were more difficult, and required more experience and 
time. 
 Older participants spoke of the years it took to nurture and develop 
partnership and practice. 
Therefore, Finding 3 has elicited the following questions: What might we learn 
from the enthusiasm participants displayed with regard to adaptation? Might the 
willingness to be so flexible create additional problems while seemingly solving others? 
When is adaptation responsive teaching and when is it submitting to conditions that are 
not conducive to sound performance and teaching practices? 
Finding 4 – Seeking Reduction of Isolation through Community and Discourse 
Seeking  
 A clear fourth theme that was expressed repeatedly was the desire to reduce a 
sense of isolation through the seeking out of time, space, and community for discourses 
devoted to self-knowing, reflection, and growth within teaching artist praxis, as well as in 
preparing, negotiating, and adapting to nomadic conditions. Participants described this 
need by using words such as “debrief, discuss, unpack, reflect, get feedback, evaluate, 
and validate” when engaged in dialogue about assessing their teaching. Both Norah and 
John expressed feeling as though nobody ever watched them teach, and so doubted that 






Assessment was just one of the themes that the participants hoped to discuss. As 
in the first three findings, participants were eager to talk about their identities as artists 
and teachers, and how that might impact their choices moving forward in their careers. 
Norah found it difficult to describe herself and often reminded me that she had just four 
people in her close community of friends that she played and taught with that she felt 
understood exactly what she did. John felt that his family, particularly his father, thought 
that his work sounded like it was from outer space. Diana was the only participant who 
seemed to turn her desire to talk about issues related to performance and teaching into a 
career opportunity, as she now develops workshops for aspiring teaching artists devoted 
to improving upon what she perceived as the deficits in her own training, and is 
committed to creating spaces for those conversations to occur.  
 A barrier to dialogue for the participants seemed to be a sense that there are 
languages of teaching and teaching experience that they do not yet speak. John recalled 
not speaking the “lingo” of cultural organizations that hired him as a teaching artist, and 
Norah sensed that there was a whole world of educational language that was missing 
from her vocabulary. Diana’s experience revealed the way specific institutional argot can 
be a source of misunderstanding for those who are not full members of the institutional 
community.  
It is my belief that perhaps the greatest barrier to dialogical space is the nomadic 
condition itself. When teaching artists are constantly moving, like ships passing in the 
night, their feelings of isolation keep them in a state where they are unable to articulate 
their experiences to others with the same immediacy that a full-time faculty might have. 





opportunities within their roles as employees of cultural institutions, my experience has 
taught me that those spaces are often highly controlled by the institution’s vision of what 
they believe their teaching artists need, rather than guided by teaching artist needs as 
articulated in their own voices, through their own narratives. It may be the case that 
developing responsive and responsible practices in the development of teaching artists 
will mean that teaching artists and administrators who work with them will need to make 
joint efforts to create open spaces that treat their nomadicism with a new lens of 
sensitivity with regard to cumulative impact on their personal and professional lives. To 
summarize Finding 4, I offer the following points: 
 Participants expressed the need for reduction of isolation and the desire to be 
seen. 
 Participants wished for larger communities and more frequent encounters with 
other nomads. 
 Participants articulated the desire for spaces and places both within and away 
from cultural organizations, schools, and other teaching contexts. 
 Participants most commonly used verbs in reflecting on their need for 
discursive and reflective spaces included: to debrief, discuss, unpack, reflect, 
see, hear, receive, give, evaluate, validate 
 New experiences as teaching artists require new language with which to 
discuss and describe those experiences. 
As a concluding question, I ask: how might we learn from the expressions of 





spaces for communal dialogue and reflection on teaching practice and the nomadic 
condition itself?  and reflection on teaching practice and the nomadic condition itself? 
Resulting Questions 
Based on the data, and the repeated analysis and interpretation of the narratives I have 
created with my participants, I have attempted to distill the questions that this study has 
elicited in the following manner: 
 In what ways is the nomadic teaching artist responsible for her pursuit of 
responsive and responsible teaching practices? 
 To what extent and in what ways does the cultural institution bare the 
responsibility of developing their teaching artist’s pursuit of responsive and 
responsible teaching practices? For sustainability in a teaching artist career? 
What are the rates of turnover and attrition? 
 How might nomadic teaching artists develop consciousness and criticality of 
their conditions? 
 How might a nomadic teaching artist advocate for “policy from below”? 
(Shieh, in press) Democracy within the cultural institution? Communities of 
practice that reflect the realities of both artistic and teaching practices? The 
creation of spaces for honest, authentic discourse? 
 How do teaching artist narratives influence attitudes and beliefs about their 
work?  
 How might conservatories and schools/universities of performance and 
education advocate for investment in full-time positions that reimagine the 





teaching in the performance conservatory? How might conservatories (and 
classical music performance groups) reprioritize towards student development 
and away from hero and master worship? 
Implications  
 This research has contributed to an understanding of teaching artist narratives 
within conditions of teaching and performing that are far more common than the current 
literature addresses. The narratives in this study bring to light issues and concerns for 
teaching artists that, while not completely hidden, have so far been relegated to surveys, 
lacking nuance and depth. Massive teaching artists research projects such as The 
Teaching Artist Research Project (NORC, 2011) and recent studies by both the Teaching 
Artists Guild (TAG, 2013) and the Arts-in-Education Roundtable (deBarros, 2018), have 
primarily relied on statistical data to study the impact of teaching artist working 
conditions. This study has attempted to do something new and different: to illustrate the 
experiences and cumulative impacts of a previously un-named condition–nomadicism–
with a methodology of sensitive narrative rendering that is responsive to the uniqueness 
of that condition. The study has highlighted the need for deeper probing of the nomadic 
condition within the context of a rapidly changing economy, in which a lack of available 
jobs has contributed to the rise of a freelance workforce in music performance and 
education.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
 In addressing recommendations for further research, the four main findings 





unpreparedness. While this study does not explicitly address methods of teaching artist 
preparation and professional development, it would be appropriate to look at how 
preparation is handled across the different purpose strands in which teaching artists work, 
particularly where certain cultural institutions claim to train teaching artists. For those 
teaching artists working with the educational missions of non-profit cultural 
organizations, it is worth addressing how those organizations attend to foundational 
educational ideas such as responsiveness to developmental stages, cultural diversity, 
working with populations with specific needs, partnering, and creating environments over 
time. As non-profits send teaching artists into schools, under what obligation are they to 
ensure that their teaching artists are aware of such factors in their work? How does this 
area of concern intersect with the frequency of work that a teaching artist undertakes? To 
what degree should a teaching artist be prepared in relation to the frequency of their 
work, and how might that impact the expectations that schools and hiring cultural 
organizations might then have on them? 
 While the teaching artists in this study spoke with great appreciation for their 
teaching artist communities, it was clear that these communities were small in size with a 
paucity of opportunities for meaningful dialogue. Feelings of isolation were also reported 
by all three participants when it came to issues of being able to speak freely about their 
needs. Recent research suggests that loneliness in the workplace is a real problem, 
contributing to the reduction of task performance, limiting creativity, and impairing other 
aspects of executive function such as reasoning and decision making (Murthy, 2017). 
While teaching artists certainly work in the realm of creativity, and though we know that 





burnout, this research shows that teaching artists are certainly not immune to feeling 
alone in their work, and isolated from those who identify with similar issues. Further 
studies might look at the impact of isolation on teaching artists careers over time, with 
additional attention to the paradox of feeling alone within so many different communities 
of learning and performing.  
 Another area of perception that warrants further research is the teaching artist 
perceptions of their autonomy. While current research substantiates that teaching artists 
may be able to experience a sense of freedom in their work that contrast with more top-
down models of orchestral playing (Abeles & Hafeli, 2012), what happens when 
organizations that hire teaching artists become or are perceived as top-down and 
authoritative? How can they teach well unless they believe in what they are teaching? 
And as was evident in Diana’s story, what happens when personal artistic and 
pedagogical missions collide with those of the hiring organizations?  
 This leads to another area of needed research based on Diana’s story, the need for 
organizational and administrative perspectives on their own attitudes and beliefs about 
working with teaching artists. As previously stated, the perspective of non-profit cultural 
organizations and other stakeholders such as partnering teachers and schools was not part 
of this research. Those omissions present the need for critical perspectives on the 
expectations that institutions have on teaching artists to be both educators and art makers.  
 Finally, it has been called for in many other studies on teaching artistry, but the 
issue of overall sustainability warrants further research. Norah commented that benefits 
such as healthcare and retirement would constitute a “game-changer” for her, though 





teaching artistry for the rest of her life. John commented on the following in an email to 
me, after we had finished our interviews and observations. What makes it difficult to see 
myself doing it forever is the unpredictability of TA assignments when working for an 
organization year to year. It's frustrating to count on it one year and the next year have to 
continually drum up more work. It's already very challenging balancing my performance 
career, so managing a career as a TA can be frustrating. 
Without transparency over work assignments, it is difficult for teaching artists to 
make decisions about how much work to accept from an organization. While this 
research did not address decision making as related to teaching assignments, it would 
certainly be beneficial to contribute to the literature on decision making for teaching 
artists by investigating the factors at play as they navigate their options. As institutions 
train teaching artists, it would appear to be in their interest that they continually invest in 
retaining their teaching artists and developing them.  
This study also omits the perspectives of the partnering school teachers that work 
with nomadic music teaching artists. Each participant commented on their relationship to 
partnering teachers in some way. They discussed encounters, perceptions, attitudes, and 
beliefs. Their perceptions and perspectives on these encounters should not be confused 
with actual classroom teacher intention or perspective, and research into collaborations 
and partnerships of classroom teachers with nomadic music teaching artists is suggested. 
Musician-teacher collaborations is an area of research that is already seeing an increase in 
emphasis (Christopherson & Kenny, 2018) and can help to elucidate many aspects related 





Each participant mentioned their relationship to their students as positive, with the 
notable exception of Diana’s story of being disrespected by a student, which was one out 
of a 20-year career. It would be worthwhile to investigate teaching artist-student 
relationships as a means of understanding the dynamics in play when a guest comes to 
the classroom, particularly from the student perspective. As enhancement of student 
experience is the central goal of education, it is worth exploring the complexities of 
teaching artist-student interactions as they relate to a student’s overall experiences with 
music and the arts in educative settings. 
A Reflection  
 As this work comes to a momentary end, I find myself in a place of deep 
gratitude. I am so very grateful for the teaching artist participants who allowed me to 
come into their lives, their homes, and their most guarded spaces, and who so willingly 
told me their stories and simply just allowed me to watch them work, and sometimes just 
watch them live. I watched them teach and perform, struggle with putting things together 
and revel in the particular type of joy that only deeply meaningful experiences with art 
can provide, and saw so many compelling moments that brought forward ideas about 
preparedness, responsivity, empathy, adaptation, negotiation, and decision-making. I am 
in awe of everything that these people manage in their lives, the hats they wear, the 
obligations they feel, and how they compose their lives. At the end, I am left wondering 
who feels grateful and obligated to them.  
The long-peddled freelancer’s narrative of freedom and autonomy in exchange for 
security and stability is a convenient narrative, but also a tired and grossly oversimplified 





between, lead me to believe that it is possible for people to live their lives so concerned 
with working and trying to do good work that they reach for familiar, comfortable 
narratives to reassure them that they are the ones who hold the chief responsibility for the 
way things are, preventing them from bringing criticality to their conditions.  
 I speak now not as the principal investigator, but for a moment, just as the nomad. 
It is familiar and comfortable to accept that nobody will ever know what we are 
experiencing, especially when no one sees us. It is familiar and comfortable to conceal 
struggle, especially as a performing musician, and to be afraid of admitting moments of 
weakness and need. It is also familiar and comfortable to relegate discourses about 
struggle to marginalized spaces, away from where it might do the most good. My hope is 
that this research will move teaching artists to share their stories, and that anyone hiring 
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